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Dangerous desires... 


Finding a naked, injured, and compellingly sexy man on his cattle ranch prompts 
Marshal Robert’s compassion, but when Elliot James claims he has amnesia, 
Marshal’s sympathy turns to suspicion. Issues with a homophobic lawman have 
Marshal thinking the situation is a setup. Determined to get the truth, Marshal 
takes Elliot captive. 


Being Marshal’s prisoner doesn’t instill fear in Elliot. Not when his prison turns 
out to be the gorgeous rancher’s bedroom. Determined to have Marshal, Elliot 
does all he can to entice the sexy cowboy to claim his innocence, never realizing 
the dangerous desire he unleashes. 


Powerless to resist the potent forces pulling them together, Marshal claims Elliot 
as his mate. But when their joining frees their inner beasts, will their startling 
transformations bring peace or only cause deadly chaos? 
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Chapter 1 


Marshal Roberts had seen a lot on his seven-hundred- 
thousand-acre ranch, but he’d never seen a bare-naked man 
tucked down for sleep in a field of grass. Marshal climbed off 
his horse and approached the man with all due caution. He 
didn’t seem to be a danger, but one never knew. What kind 
of a Sane man took a nap in a field with a hundred thousand 
head of cattle running around in it? A crazy man. Or maybe 
a hurt one. Damn. The closer he got, the more it seemed to 
Marshal that the man—the very nicely formed man with 
dirty blond hair—was injured. 

Just as Marshal knelt down to inspect him, the man 
opened his eyes. Lord have mercy. Not ever in his life had 
Marshal seen a man with eyes that color. They were riveting, 
hypnotizing, and seemed to be pulling his very soul out of 
his body. They were pale green, but not like any green he 
was familiar with. Not sage, or hunter, or even kelly green. 
No, this man had a green unique to him. Otherworldly green 
that was pale but for the darker ring around the iris. 

“You okay?” Marshal offered out his hand. 

The man’s beautiful eyes went wide, and he scrabbled 
backward by using his hands and feet. 

“Whoa! Hey, I’m not going to hurt you.” Marshal lifted his 
hands palm out to his shoulders. It wasn’t a wholly unusual 
reaction to him. Since Marshal was on the big and tall side, 
the man’s gut reaction of terror wasn’t the first Marshal had 
encountered. “I’m trying to help you.” 

He stopped moving backward, but he didn’t seem any 
less skittish. 

“You got a name?” 

The mystery man frowned as if he were thinking very 
hard, but he seemed unable to find an answer, because he 
shook his head while looking worried. 

“You don’t remember?” 

He just stared at Marshal with those wicked eyes of his. 


“Okay. Well, why don’t you pick a name?” It probably 
wouldn’t mean anything, but the man might just pick his 
own name without knowing it. 

“I like the name Elliot.” 

“Then | will call you Elliot.” Because | can’t call you “sexy 
voice,” but damn, if | could, it would be entirely fitting. 

Elliot grinned without showing his teeth, so Marshal gave 
him that same type of smile. The more he echoed the man, 
the more likely Elliot would remain calm and let Marshal 
help him. From Marshal’s experience, it was a technique 
that worked with both animals and humans. 

“Do you remember how you got here?” 

Elliot shook his head as he looked around. He touched 
the back of his head, winced, and when he pulled his hand 
away, there was blood. 

“A head injury could explain your state.” Marshal rose, 
and Elliot’s eyes went wide again. Marshal could tell he was 
on the verge of scrambling back, but he relaxed when 
Marshal went to his horse. From the saddlebag he removed 
a green bandana and a bottle of water. He wetted the cloth, 
returned to Elliot, and then crouched down, handing the 
bottle to Elliot. “Drink some of this, but slowly, okay?” 

“Thank you.” Elliot took the bottle and drank. He heaved 
a sigh of relief. “My mouth was so dry it hurt.” 

A dry mouth could be simple dehydration or the 
aftereffects of drugs, but Marshal couldn’t even hazard a 
guess right now. Elliot’s eyes seemed clear as a judge’s. 
They weren’t bloodshot or glassy, but that didn’t mean he 
hadn’t been smoking, eating, or drinking something the 
night before. Elliot looked to be somewhere in his early 
twenties. That was about the age when most got involved in 
partying. Marshal never had, but he was the exception 
rather than the rule. 

“Can | take a look at your head?” Marshal held up the 
wet bandana. “I can give you a little first aid.” And see if you 
got in a fight or if one of the cattle got to you. Although both 
scenarios seemed unlikely. The cattle weren’t full sized yet, 


but most weighed around five hundred pounds. If one of 
them had stepped on his head, they wouldn’t be having this 
conversation. The only person Elliot would be having a 
discussion with was his maker. A brawl seemed farfetched, 
too, because Elliot didn’t have any bruises or cuts on his 
knuckles. After running a ranch with nothing but men on it, 
Marshal intimately knew the hallmarks of a scuffle. His only 
other thought was that the coyotes he’d been battling for 
just about forever had gotten to him, but if they had, there 
wouldn’t be much of Elliot left for him to examine. So that 
meant it had to be something else. 

Elliot nodded and leaned forward. He seemed to 
suddenly realize he was naked because he plunged his 
hands down to cover up his genitals. 

“It’s okay,” Marshal reassured him. “I don’t know what 
happened to your clothes. We’ll look for them after | take a 
look at your head. Okay?” 

“Okay.” 

One word and what Marshal heard was pure sex. He had 
to get his mind off that trail of thought. This poor guy did 
not need a celibate rancher hitting on him. Besides, after 
seeing the same old faces day in and day out, some for over 
a decade, Marshal was just hungry to find a man to share 
his life and his bed with. That made his reaction to Elliot 
nothing more than a fleeting one. 

Marshal moved over and examined the back of Elliot’s 
head. There was a trickle of blood still flowing, but most of it 
was caked with dirt and bits of grass from where he’d ended 
up in the field. 

“I’m going to press the cloth to wipe away some of the 
mess. Okay?” 

“Okay.” 

After dabbing some caked blood away, Marshal saw a 
sizable split on top of a lump that was turning dark purple 
blue, indicating the blow had happened a while ago. He 
checked his watch. It was barely ten in the morning, so he 


figured the blow had to have been delivered last night at 
around ten. 

“Hold this to your wound.” Marshal lifted Elliot’s hand so 
he could press the wet cloth to his head. He resisted until 
Marshal said, “I’m not going to be looking at your junk. I’m 
going to look around for your clothes.” And tire tracks or 
something to indicate how the hell you managed to get into 
the middle of my field. 

Elliot stopped fighting him and took a hold of the 
bandana. 

Marshal stood and looked around the area. He didn’t see 
any flattened grass from automobile tracks. He didn’t see 
any clothing. Hell, for all he could tell, it seemed as if Elliot 
had tumbled straight out of the clear blue sky. 

On the verge of tossing some more pointed questions at 
Elliot, Marshal caught sight of his fanny in the dirt. Damn, 
but he had a perfect little ass. Nice and tight, just how 
Marshal liked his partner’s bottom to be. As a bonus, Elliot’s 
fanny was smooth without any tan line. 

After lifting his hat, Marshal scratched his forehead then 
resettled the sweat-wicking straw as he contemplated how 
tan Elliot was. His whole body was the same sun-kissed tone 
from the tips of his ears to his toes. Marshall spent most of 
his time outdoors, but he had tan lines all over the place 
from the different lengths of his shirt sleeves and the fact 
that he never went without pants so his lower half was 
blinding white compared to his upper body. 

“Do you see anything?” Elliot asked. 

| see an ass that | would love to have bent over my bed 
with me standing naked behind it. An absolutely perfect 
visual of Marshal contemplating Elliot’s bottom in his 
moonlit bedroom stunned him. It was as if he was a 
clairvoyant and he was seeing what would come to pass. 
This vision, or whatever it was, wasn’t just a fantasy or a 
lusty thought turned visual. This was something that would 
happen no matter what Marshal did. When he considered 


the notion, he couldn’t decide if it was predestined, fate, or 
something as pathetically sad as wishful thinking. 

When Marshal didn’t answer right away, Elliot turned his 
head and looked up at him. 

Otherworldly eyes seemed to see right through Marshal’s 
tough façade and into the core of him where the 
marshmallow heart lurked. Marshal swore that Elliot saw his 
longing, his loneliness, and responded with his own painful 
yearnings. They didn’t speak a word, but the truth seemed 
to shine between them that they were two of a kind. 

Marshal offered out his hand. “Come with me. l'Il get you 
up to the house and have Doc take a look at you.” 

“Doc?” 

“His name is Spencer, but everyone calls him Doc. | 
mean, he’s a wrangler, but he’s also a doctor. It’s a good- 
sized ranch, so everyone pulls double duty, but Spencer is a 
real, genuine medical doctor and everything.” Marshal 
withdrew his hand when he realized Elliot wasn’t taking 
hold, probably because he was babbling. Marshal wanted to 
reassure Elliot he wasn’t dragging him back to the main 
house to commit unsavory acts upon him. As soon as he 
thought that, though, he saw another perfect visual of 
himself standing behind Elliot, looking down at his perfect 
ass in his bedroom. 

Elliot tilted his head and just considered Marshal with a 
blank expression on his handsome face. 

Marshal launched into another explanation. “Doc— 
Spencer—he’s out here for the same reason all the rest of us 
are.” His hired hands were just about the craziest collection 
of misfits in the county. 

“And why is that?” Elliot asked quietly. 

“None of us seemed to belong anywhere else.” Marshal 
realized that probably made him seem less trustworthy 
rather than more so. 

“Seems to me that a man with a made-up name and no 
clothes will fit right in.” Elliot offered out his hand. 


Grinning, Marshal grasped Elliot’s hand to lift him up, 
which he did, but the feeling that washed through him spun 
the moment out in time. Elliot rose, and Marshal realized he 
was the perfect height for him. At six foot eight, Marshal 
liked men who were about six feet in height, because he 
could rest his head upon theirs. He had no idea why he 
enjoyed doing that, but he did. Elliot was exactly six feet 
tall, so when he stepped forward and plastered himself 
against Marshal, he was able to rub his chin over Elliot’s 
dirty blond hair. It was soft and tickled his neck, making him 
smile. Elliot smelled like sunshine. And then it seemed to 
Marshal that he also smelled like tears. 

Marshal stepped back. He was afraid that he’d forced the 
hug on Elliot somehow, but there was no fear or tears in his 
eyes. Elliot looked up at Marshal and smiled. All the walls 
Marshal had built to protect himself seemed to explode into 
dust. Elliot had the cutest smile he’d ever seen. Hell. Maybe 
he just needed to get laid. That was all this powerful 
attraction was. How long had it been since he’d sunk his 
cock into a sweet, tight backside? Way too long. It struck 
him that if he could see visuals of the future maybe he could 
smell things, too. Like those tears. Just the thought of 
hurting Elliot with his lust caused Marshal to move away 
from him. 

If it’s the last thing | do, I’m going to keep my hands off 
him. 

When Marshal backed up, Elliot’s smile dropped off his 
face so fast Marshal was surprised it didn’t make a puff in 
the dirt when it hit the ground. 

“Let me see if | have something for you to wear.” Rather 
than reassure him again, which probably wouldn’t work 
anyway, Marshall turned toward his horse. He needed a 
moment to gather his thoughts, so he opened up his 
saddlebag and rifled through it even though he knew there 
wasn’t anything in there for Elliot to wear. Marshal kept his 
back turned, hoping like hell his sharp, sudden, and rather 
Shocking desire for Elliot would abate. It had been a long 


time since he’d been with someone, but that didn’t give him 
license to take advantage of an innocent. 

Oh, man, Marshal thought, closing his eyes. That was 
why he had this driving attraction and yet, at the same 
time, a compelling fear. Marshal didn’t know if it was 
something about him that attracted virgins or something in 
him that made him subconsciously seek them out. Either 
way, more than a few innocents had landed in his path, 
which then took them to his arms, and ultimately, his bed. 
And always, without fail, the relationship ended badly. 

No matter what Marshal said or did, he couldn’t seem to 
make a connection last. He didn’t know what was wrong 
with him or even if the fault lay with him. For the last 
decade he’d become determined to turn his family’s ranch 
into a thriving business. The only way to do that was to 
ignore his needs and focus totally on the cattle farm. His 
intensity had pumped up the ranch’s accounts from the red 
and almost into the black but left his bed so empty the pain 
was almost unbearable. If not for frequent interludes with 
his right hand, God only knew what kind of stressed-out 
monster he would have become. 

Now that he was on the verge of obtaining a measure of 
security and turning a profit, it was only fitting that the 
universe would throw a man in his path. This was the 
absolute worst time to try to forge a romantic relationship. 
Or a sexual one. Hell. At the current moment he was 
dubious about making a new friend. 

Since Marshal didn’t have anything for Elliot to wear, he 
figured he would give him his shirt. That way he’d be mostly 
covered up. Given that Marshal had a good eight inches on 
him, the shirttails should cover up his ass and—he cut 
himself off from thinking of Elliot’s front. He’d only looked 
enough to note the man was naked, but he’d not tortured 
himself with any details beyond that. Why bother when 
looking wasn’t going to lead anywhere? 

“I don’t have any extra clothes with me, but you can 
have my shirt.” Marshall opened his eyes and unbuttoned 


the dusty chambray shirt, pulled the tails from his jeans, 
then slipped it off his shoulders. He turned and offered it out 
to Elliot, who had the most abandoned expression on his 
face. 

Elliot looked like a man who had been cast off so many 
times he just expected it to happen again. His eyes mingled 
Sadness and the expectation for exactly what he was 
getting—rejected. The expression on his face absolutely 
broke Marshal’s heart. 

“I’m going to help you, Elliot. | swear it.” 

Elliot nodded but said nothing as he slipped his trembling 
arm through the sleeve. He was shaking so badly he ended 
up dropping the shirt and wincing, as if Marshal was going 
to hit him for letting the garment go. 

“Hey, it’s okay. Really. Clearly, you’ve been through 
something pretty damn traumatic.” Dogged in his drive to 
reassure him, Marshal leaned over to grab the battered shirt 
and found himself with Elliot’s cock practically in his face. 
Unable to help himself, Marshal breathed out a sigh of 
longing. Elliot’s cock was long, thick, uncut, and utterly 
without hair. When Marshal really looked at Elliot’s lower 
half, he realized he didn’t have any hair on him anywhere 
except above his nose. As Marshal continued to look and 
breathe on him, Elliot’s prick hardened, which only made 
Marshal utter a growl of yearning. Desperate to control 
himself and do the honorable thing, Marshal grasped the 
Shirt and rose. 

“| can’t help it,” Elliot said softly. “You're handsome.” 

“And I’ve been breathing on your cock.” Thank you, 
Captain Obvious. 

Clearly embarrassed, Elliot lowered his head, hiding his 
face. 

Marshal was thinking he needed more coffee or perhaps 
a solid slap to the face to wake him out of this odd place he 
was in. He shook the dust off the shirt. Not that it was all 
that dirty, but he did it more to give himself something to 


do. When he flicked it sharply, his horse whinnied and did a 
little sideways dance until he calmed it. 

“Let me help you, okay?” Marshal held up the shirt and 
assisted Elliot in slipping his arms in the sleeves. Once it 
was draped across his strong shoulders, Elliot turned. While 
Elliot rolled up the overly long sleeves, Marshal started 
fastening the tiny, translucent buttons that seemed to slip 
against his callused fingertips. 

“Sorry,” Marshal said as he fumbled the same button, 
the one right above Elliot’s waist, three times. As he 
grasped for control, he stroked a finger right across the tip 
of Elliot’s cock. Like a quivering virgin, Marshal jumped back 
so quickly he startled his horse. 

But rather than take offense, Elliot chuckled. “Did it try to 
bite you?” 

“What?” Marshal laughed. Damn, but his dick was so 
hard now it was trying to climb up and knock on the back of 
his belt buckle. 

“It’s okay that you’re not gay.” Elliot’s gaze met his then 
he looked away. “Really. But | can’t help the fact that | am or 
the fact that you are really, really”—his gaze hit Marshal’s 
again for a millisecond then darted to the ground—“good 
looking.” 

As Marshal stood utterly smitten by Elliot’s simple but 
heartfelt declaration, Elliot finished buttoning up the shirt. 
No one had ever told Marshal he was attractive, not like 
that, at any rate. It was charming, disarming—and then he 
recalled that he swore he wouldn’t harm this man. Elliot 
himself gave Marshal the out he needed by saying he 
believed Marshal wasn’t gay. That gave Marshal the perfect 
cover to avoid getting involved. So rather than correct him, 
Marshal nodded but realized Elliot was still looking down. 

“Come on, let’s get you cleaned up and checked out.” 
Marshal hooked his foot into the stirrup, lifted, swung his leg 
over the body of his horse, and then seated himself. The 
ranch-style saddle was big, heavy, and had a hard, slick 
seat for day-long use. Right now though, with his erection 


getting crimped by his jeans, the seat was anything but 
comfy. 

Elliot had to crane his neck to look Marshal in the eye. As 
a tall man on top of a large horse, Marshal thought he must 
look pretty damn intimidating. 

“Slip your foot in the stirrup. l'Il help pull you up the rest 
of the way.” 

After biting his bottom lip, Elliot did as instructed. With 
very little effort, Elliot was now seated high on Marshal’s lap 
so that he wouldn’t be riding on the saddle horn. This was 
good for Elliot but a disaster for Marshal. Elliot’s perfect little 
ass was now pressing right against Marshal’s already stiff 
cock, making it harder than it had ever been. 

“You ready?” Marshal asked, hoping like hell his strain 
didn’t show in his voice. 

“Yeah.” 

Marshal clicked to his horse, and they were off. “You ever 
been on a horse before?” 

“| don’t know, but | don’t think so.” 

Oops. Marshal had forgotten that Elliot’s memory was 
messed up. With each step of his mount, Elliot rubbed up 
against Marshal’s cock. Calculating quickly, he was trying to 
decide if he would blow his load by the time they got to the 
main house. If each rock of his body side to side was 
considered one stroke, how many strokes would it take to 
make his throbbing cock erupt? By dividing the distance of 
three miles by the average number of steps his horse would 
take times the strokes this would cause Elliot’s sweet buns 
to make— 

“Are you Okay?” Elliot asked. 

“Yep.” Marshal kept his answer short because anything 
more would reveal the level of his distress. 

“You're breathing really hard.” 

“V’m"—thinking of all the ways | could ride you—“|I’m 
running some math numbers in my head. It makes me 
breathe hard, | guess.” 

“Oh. Numbers about what?” 


No way was he going to tell him the truth that he was 
trying to distract himself from his sexual thoughts by turning 
them into an algebra equation, something he’d learned to 
do in high school. So instead, Marshal said, “Each few 
months we rotate the cattle from one part of the ranch to 
another with longer grass, and I’m just thinking of how long 
this part of the range will last.” Since they’d just moved the 
bulk of the cattle here a month ago, they still had plenty of 
time before they would move them again. 

“Who would have guessed there was math involved in 
running a cattle ranch?” 

“It’s a modern ranch. We don’t even brand our cattle.” 

“No?” 

“No. We use an ear tag that has a microchip. It’s less 
invasive and actually saves us money in the long run.” The 
more they talked, the more Marshal was able to calm his 
breathing and shift his focus. Rather suddenly, he realized 
he could have simply called for help. As a modern ranch, 
they had cell phones. But it was too late now. If he hauled 
both of them off his mount and fished around for his phone, 
Elliot would know something was wrong. So Marshal pushed 
forward, trying to distract himself from the feel of Elliot’s 
body perfectly molded against his own. 

“Couldn’t someone just cut the ear tag off?” 

“| suppose so. But there would be a hole in the ear that 
would be pretty telling.” Marshal eased his horse toward the 
road that bisected the valley of Rough River Ranch. 
“Besides, rustlers will try to alter brands, too.” 

“Ever had any rustlers out here?” Elliot looked around, 
which wiggled his perfect butt, reviving Marshal’s prick like 
he’d turned right around and sucked it between his pouting 
lips. 

“No—not—uh.” Marshal stopped talking as he increased 
the pace of his mount, hoping the added speed would get 
him home before he creamed Elliot’s innocent backside. “I 
own the whole valley and my men conduct random checks, 
so it’s really unlikely anyone would try.” 


“You own all of this?” Elliot looked from one side of the 
sandstone buttes to the other. 

“Yeah. Family land. Handed down through generations.” 

“How many?” Elliot wiggled a little bit, which threw off all 
Marshal’s attempts to calculate anything. At the moment, 
he wasn’t certain he could remember his own age. 

When he recalled that he was thirty-five, Marshal tried to 
Slide back without drawing attention to himself, but all he 
did was seat Elliot more fully against his cock. Fuck! Now the 
back-and-forth strokes also had a little up-and-down 
component. If Marshal closed his eyes, he could easily 
imagine he was inside Elliot’s sweet, innocent, utterly 
fantastic ass. If he didn’t stop, he was going to come. There 
were just no two ways about it. 

“Whoa!” Marshal pulled back on the reins. Like the well- 
trained animal he was, the gelding below them stopped and 
waited patiently as Marshal lowered Elliot to the ground 
then got down himself. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“| need to check in with someone.” Marshal pulled his 
cell from his saddlebag. 

“Modern cowboy with a cell phone.” Elliot grinned, and 
he looked so damn good in Marshal’s shirt he wanted to 
switch from cowboy to caveman and just toss him over his 
Shoulder. “Why didn’t you just do it while we rode?” 

“| couldn’t reach the saddlebag.” That was mostly true. 
The real issue was that to reach back he’d have to move 
Elliot around on his lap, and Marshal simply couldn’t handle 
any more pressure than he’d already gotten from Elliot’s 
proximity. 

Turning away, Marshal called Doc. After a bit of 
grumbling, since today was the man’s day off, Doc listened 
to the situation. 

“Found yourself a man in the hay, huh? Only you, 
Marshal. Only you would be so lucky.” 

“Lucky isn’t the word I’d use.” Marshal darted a glance at 
Elliot, but he was far enough away that he likely couldn’t 


hear the conversation. “Bring your bag for his head injury 
and bring a pair of Dooley’s britches.” 

“The boy is naked?” 

“Man. The young man is naked. Well, he was naked until 
| gave him my shirt. We’re out near the newly turned 
pasture.” Later today, his men would be planting, but they 
weren’t out yet. Marshal’s gaze lingered on Elliot, and he 
noticed Elliot’s gaze was riveted to his chest. “And bring me 
another shirt.” 

Elliot frowned and turned away, obviously ashamed at 
having been caught staring. 

Marshal disconnected. He slipped his phone in the 
saddlebag. 

“You said you were going to help me.” Elliot’s voice was 
thoroughly dejected. 

“Lam.” 

Elliot met his gaze. “You're dumping me off on your 
doctor.” 

“Hey, no. | mean, | am, but”—Marshal resisted the urge 
to pull him into his arms—“it’s just that Doc can fix up your 
head and make sure you don’t have a discussion—l mean 
concussion. If you do have one, you maybe shouldn’t be 
bouncing up and down on a horse.” Or my lap. Or my cock. 
But if | laid you down very carefully | could have you without 
hurting you. Marshal shook his head so sharply he almost 
flung his hat off. “I just want Doc to take a look at you 
before we go any further—farther—it’s a distance back to 
the house.” 

“I thought you said you were checking in with someone?” 

“I did. | checked in with Doc.” 

“And you?” 

“Me?” 

“What are you going to do once Doc comes out here to 
take me off your hands?” 

lIl probably find some place where I can give myself an 
epic happy ending as I fantasize about you. That was what 
Marshal thought, but what he said was a mite different. “I’ve 


got to finish running the fence line and making sure the 
cattle have clear access to the river. It’s something that has 
to be done on a regular basis.” Why in the world did he feel 
he had to defend himself to Elliot? If he could just have five 
minutes alone with his right hand, he could calm himself 
down about two dozen notches and approach this situation 
with a much clearer head. Given how big and isolated his 
land was, and how suddenly arousal could hit, Marshal had 
whacked off in the great outdoors more than once. Nothing 
felt better than to lean back, cock in the breeze, and find 
satisfaction. 

After his big gush of information, all Elliot did was nod. 

“| just have to make sure the fence is sturdy. No breaks. 
Not that all the land is fenced since the sandstone buttes 
form a natural barrier to keep the cattle restrained— 
contained.” Damn his hide but he was babbling again. He 
always started mixing up his words when he was. “There’s 
only one road in and out”—his mind flashed on the feel of 
Elliot’s ass and what it would be like to have his cock sliding 
in and out—“of the valley.” 

Again, after all that, Elliot simply nodded. 

Marshal rambled on until Doc showed up in the battered 
light blue Ford truck to save him from himself. Tall and lean, 
Spencer “Doc” Hall was a studious and shy man, but he also 
had a powerful sense of humor. Most of the pranks that got 
played sprang from his brain. Doc didn’t actually carry them 
out. He got others to do the dirty work, but the ideas were 
almost always his. 

“So what do we have here?” Doc flashed a mischievous 
grin at Marshal then winced when he got a look at the back 
of Elliot’s head. “You poor thing. Let me see what happened 
to you.” 

With an um and a hum and a series of tsks, Doc gently 
poked and prodded then pronounced Elliot relatively okay 
despite the head injury. When asked about what caused the 
blow, Doc shrugged and said it could be just about any blunt 
object. 


“Do you hurt anywhere besides your head?” From the 
way Doc asked, Marshal got the idea he was asking if Elliot 
had been raped. The very idea enraged Marshal beyond 
what he thought was reasonable. Just the notion of someone 
—anyone—taking advantage of Elliot pushed every hot 
button Marshal possessed, but he had no idea why. It wasn’t 
as if he owned the man or anything. 

“I’m okay. | mean other than for the memory of last night 
being lost. | don’t seem to have any other marks on me 
anywhere.” Elliot looked to Marshal as if for confirmation 
that the rest of his body was untouched. Marshal nodded 
before he realized that what Elliot was really doing was 
making sure Marshal had been checking him out while he 
was naked. Marshal’s telling nod said it all, but it was too 
late to do anything about it now. 

“It’s a pretty substantial blow.” Doc returned his gear to 
his bag. 

“So he should probably ride in the truck with you then, 
right?” Marshal nodded pointedly, hoping Doc picked up on 
his need to put some distance between himself and Elliot. 

“Nope.” Doc refused to read Marshal’s silent signal. He 
got it, but he just chose to ignore it. Doc tossed Marshal a 
Shirt that obviously wouldn't fit. “He’s fine riding with you.” 
Doc then handed Elliot a pair of Dooley’s pants. In order for 
both of them to be dressed, Elliot was going to have to take 
off Marshal’s shirt. Seeing any more of his sleek, strong 
body would probably kill him. 

Elliot positively beamed at the idea of getting back on 
the horse with Marshal. 

“I do suggest, however, that you take it slow riding back. 
Just to be on the safe side.” Doc waggled his brows. 

Before Marshal could protest and again suggest that 
Elliot ride in the truck, Doc slid behind the wheel then took 
off. Marshal swore he heard him laugh. Despite his best 
efforts, Marshal had no choice but to get back on his horse 
and haul Elliot onto his lap. 


Chapter 2 


Elliot could have pulled on the borrowed pants under the 
cover of Marshal’s enormous shirt, but why should he when 
it was becoming increasingly obvious that Marshal was 
attracted to him? Elliot couldn’t remember a lot, but he 
remembered the empty ache of being alone. Setting his 
sights on Marshal was a serious undertaking, as the man did 
seem slightly dangerous. He wasn’t mean or anything, just 
that with his massive build and his clear reluctance to be 
pressed against Elliot...Marshal pushed something in Elliot 
to lay claim to the man. Just the fact that Marshal seemed 
determined to resist made Elliot hunger for him all the more. 
Elliot didn’t recall ever backing down from a challenge. He 
wanted him. Plain and simple. And Elliot was going to do 
whatever he could to make the sexy rancher his. How could 
he not be utterly fascinated with his powerful form and his 
turquoise eyes? 

After feeling how hard his cock strained against his faded 
jeans, Elliot decided his rushed assessment that Marshal 
wasn’t gay was in error. He’d never been happier to be 
wrong. Or at least he didn’t think he’d ever been so gleeful 
to be in error. It was hard to tell when he couldn’t remember 
things exactly. All he had were vague impressions and a 
solid sense of who he was as a person. One thing he knew 
for certain was his orientation. As soon as he’d opened his 
eyes and saw Marshal, he’d known he was gay. Marshal was 
at least six foot eight and probably close to three hundred 
pounds—most of it muscle. His black hair was cut short but 
for the top, which had a little cowlick on the right side. Elliot 
had noticed that only when Marshal took his hat off briefly 
to resettle it. His eyes were the color of turquoise that could 
flash from softly sympathetic to richly sensual in the span of 
one blink. Elliot felt a deep connection to the cowboy that 
couldn’t be explained by anything ordinary. There was 
something compelling him toward Marshal, something that 
seemed to be right on the verge of his blank memory. Elliot 


intuitively knew that there was a reason he was here and a 
solid foundation for his immediate attraction to Marshal. All 
he had to do now was capture Marshal’s interest. Which was 
probably a hell of a lot easier said than done given how 
Marshal was doing his best to try to put some distance 
between them. Elliot didn’t believe his explanation about 
calling Doc out to them for a moment. 

“Here. | guess | won't need this anymore.” Elliot slowly 
and deliberately undid all the buttons Marshal had so 
painstakingly fastened. By keeping his head tilted down, 
Elliot gave the impression he wasn’t watching Marshal as he 
undressed, but he was. Marshal kept his gaze riveted to 
every move Elliot made. The lower his hands went against 
the buttons, the shakier Marshal’s breathing became. When 
Elliot reached the last, Marshal licked his lips like he was 
hungry for the reveal. To taunt him, Elliot shrugged the 
garment off his shoulders without showing himself. Once 
Marshal gave a frustrated grunt, Elliot allowed the shirt to 
part right down the center of his body. Marshal let out a sigh 
and flicked his hips. It was subtle but still a clear indicator of 
his interest. 

Once Elliot had taken the shirt off, he offered it out to 
Marshal. “lIl trade you.” 

Marshal’s eyebrows rose, which lifted his hat. 

“For the shirt Doc gave you. | mean, you can try to put 
that on, but I’m pretty sure it won’t fit.” Not with Marshal’s 
massive chest. His arms were darker than the rest of his 
chest, but not by too much. His chest was still plenty tan 
and sexy, what with all the muscles he was packing. 

After looking at the shirt in his hand like he’d forgotten 
all about it, Marshal handed it over and took the one from 
Elliot. When their fingers touched, there was a shock of 
Static electricity. Utah had the driest air Elliot had ever 
experienced. The knowledge jolted him because it was 
attached to a memory of another place that was humid. 
Overjoyed that his memory was coming back, he dropped 
the smaller shirt. Before Marshal could pick it up, Elliot 


crouched down to retrieve it and found himself staring right 
at Marshal’s crotch. 

His jeans were faded almost to white in some places. To 
the side of his bulge, there was a small tear in the fabric 
that just a little bit of tugging would enlarge. Resisting the 
urge to get to work opening that, Elliot looked up at Marshal. 
Their gazes connected and locked. Marshal’s soft blue eyes 
Sharpened and turned smoky as he considered Elliot’s 
mouth in relation to his cock. When Elliot licked his lips and 
swallowed hard, Marshal gave another telltale flick of his 
powerful hips as his nostril’s flared. 

As if lost in a dream, Elliot reached up and stroked his 
hand possessively against Marshal’s prick. You’re mine. He 
may not remember his name or what had happened to him, 
but that Marshal was his in no uncertain terms was crystal 
clear. No way was Elliot leaving him. Ever. Problem was, if he 
said that to Marshal, things might go very differently. So 
Elliot would tread lightly and keep his dangerous attraction 
to himself. 

Marshal’s hand clapped over Elliot’s, and he thought for 
sure the magnetic rancher was going to push his hand 
away, but he didn’t. Marshal mastered his hand by pressing 
harder and sliding their sandwiched hands up and down the 
length of his cock. A long, low sigh slipped between 
Marshal’s tense lips. 

Elliot's mouth watered. God, he wanted to taste this 
massive man. He wanted to tease him just a bit more then 
please him fully. Carefully, keeping his gaze on Marshal’s 
eyes, Elliot eased his hand up toward the oval belt buckle. A 
golden engraved emblem of a man on a bucking bronco was 
attached to a silver oval. There was writing on the buckle 
from when and where Marshal had won it, but the trophy 
was so worn most of the engraving was gone along with half 
the fancy curlicues around the silver medallion. 

Marshal lifted his hand and unfastened his belt as Elliot 
unzipped his jeans. The weight of the buckle pulled the fly of 
his pants apart, exposing his white briefs. A wet spot of pre- 


cum darkened the fabric above the tip of his cock. Without 
all the fabric crushing against him, his cock grew and 
stretched up toward Marshal’s belly button. Before he could 
change his mind and make him stop, Elliot rose up a bit, 
yanked down Marshal’s briefs, and sucked his cock into his 
mouth. 

Marshal let out a slow ah of pleasure that told Elliot 
exactly how good what he was doing felt. 

Elliot closed his eyes, lost in the sweet taste of Marshal’s 
pre-cum. The more he sucked, the more of the liquid 
ambrosia he brought forth. 

Marshal hissed and parted his legs as if to steady his 
stance. His hand tentatively touched the top of Elliot’s head, 
teasing through the strands of his hair. 

“So good. Your mouth feels so damn good.” 

Hungry to taste his full pleasure, Elliot sucked harder and 
cupped his hand against Marshal’s balls. He wanted to drain 
him. 70o make him mine forever. The strength of that thought 
startled Elliot. Rather than pull away, he moved forward to 
take more of Marshal’s cock into the heat of his mouth. 
Unfortunately, his changing position altered where Marshal’s 
hand was on his head, causing it to slip back. Elliot knew it 
was all over when Marshal hit the beginnings of the lump on 
the back of his noggin. 

“Whoa! No, no.” Marshal pulled his cock out of Elliot’s 
mouth with a pop. “| shouldn’t—l don’t want to take 
advantage—we aren’t doing this.” Hastily, Marshal turned 
away. He pulled his chambray shirt on, buttoned it up, and 
tucked it in. “Get dressed.” 

Elliot considered saying no and crossing his arms 
defiantly, but he had a feeling that would get someone else 
out here with a vehicle to pick him up. Someone who would 
do what Marshal said rather than defy him as Doc had. 
Reluctantly, Elliot did as Marshal wanted. 

After climbing to his feet, Elliot pulled on the relatively 
new jeans and a stiff button-down shirt. He realized both 
items were hardened from drying outside. For some reason, 


that made him grin. A vision of clothing lazily moving on a 
line from a hot breeze pleased him, and he had no idea why. 

“You dressed?” Marshal asked without turning around. 
From the set of his shoulders, it seemed clear that he wasn’t 
going to look until Elliot was fully covered. 

“Except for my face. You can put a bag over that if you 
want.” 

Marshal spun, digging the heel of his boot in the dirt. 
“What the fuck does that mean?” 

“If you don’t want to look at my face you can cover that 
up, too,” Elliot offered calmly against Marshal’s snarled 
question. 

“This isn’t about me liking looking at you, or not, or 
whatever.” Marshal lifted his hands in frustration. “This is 
about me getting you back to the main house and getting 
you taken care of so you can be on your way.” 

The thought of leaving the ranch, of walking away from 
Marshal, had Elliot’s heart hammering in his chest. “Please 
don’t make me go back.” 

“What?” Instantly alert, Marshal demanded, “Where is it 
you don’t want to go back to?” 

“| don’t know.” And honestly, Elliot couldn’t remember 
the details of where he’d been or why he didn’t want to go 
back. “All I Know is it wasn’t a good place to be. | was hurt.” 

“Hurt how? Was it physical or emotional?” All the fire 
died in Marshal’s tone as he moved closer. Gone was that 
lust-driven man, and in his place was a man moved to care 
for all those he saw. In his stance and in his gaze, Elliot saw 
the protector that Marshal was. 

“| don’t remember.” Elliot was so frustrated. “It’s like | 
can feel things but not remember why | feel that way.” 

Frowning, Marshal climbed onto his horse and offered out 
his hand to Elliot, who accepted. Once he was settled on 
Marshal’s lap, they set off. Marshal’s cock was riding along 
the split of Elliot’s ass again, but with the pants he was 
wearing, he couldn’t feel it nearly as well as he could before. 
Which was too bad, because it had felt awesome. 


“Are you mad because of what | did?” Elliot asked. 

“No.” Marshal left it at that. 

“You tasted good.” 

Marshal didn’t answer. Elliot found he missed the 
babbling Marshal. This slightly angry and sexually frustrated 
man was unpleasant as hell. 

“I wish we were riding like this without pants.” Elliot 
snuggled his butt a little tighter against Marshal’s lap. “I 
mean, if we were careful, we could ride around with you 
buried inside me.” 

Since Marshal’s hands were in front of Elliot, he noticed 
when Marshal’s grip on the reins tightened. Elliot gave him a 
moment, but Marshal didn’t speak, and he didn’t relax. 

“You wouldn’t have to thrust. We could just sit here and 
enjoy the gentle back-and-forth and side-to-side motion of 
your cock in my ass.” 

“Shit,” Marshal hissed. 

“Although, it would look mighty strange to anyone who 
Saw us. Two buck-naked guys on a horse? | think the only 
reason Lady Godiva got away with it was because she had 
hair long enough to cover up all her naughty bits.” Elliot 
sighed. “I guess you could just lower your jeans and maybe | 
could cut a hole in the back of mine so it looked less 
obvious, but the smile of bliss on my face would surely give 
it away.” 

“Stop it.” 

“What? | was just saying—” 

“Did Judd Kingsley send you out here?” 

“Who?” 

“Oh, right. You supposedly lost your memory,” Marshal 
said sarcastically. “But you recall Lady Godiva and you 
seemed to have no problem delivering a top-notch blow job 
—” Marshal shut his mouth so fast that Elliot practically 
heard his teeth click together. 

“You're upset because you liked how | sucked your 
cock?” 

“I’m not upset.” 


“Could have fooled me.” 

They were silent for a time. The land around them was 
groomed, but when Elliot looked closer to the foothills of the 
buttes, he saw scrub brush and red rocks. Above the buttes, 
the sky was the richest blue he’d ever seen. For some 
reason, Elliot thought he was a city dweller. He wasn’t 
certain, but that felt right. Out here, at night, he figured the 
stars must look so bright he would almost be able to reach 
out and touch them. He had a sudden vision of himself 
stargazing with Marshal at his side. They would talk of 
nothing as they held hands—paws—and watched as the 
constellations paraded across the sky. 

Startled by the whispered word paws in his mind, Elliot 
wondered how in the world they could hold paws. He shook 
his head. Obviously there was just something screwy with 
his memory. 

“Who is Judd Kingsley?” Elliot asked. 

“A swaggering, homophobic asshole.” Marshal spit on the 
ground as if to punctuate his point. 

“And you allow him on your property?” 

“Technically, | have to since he’s the sheriff of Scorpion 
County. My ranch falls under his jurisdiction.” 

“Why would he have sent me out here?” Elliot waited for 
an answer, but when one wasn’t forthcoming, he started up 
with his lusty tale of how they could fuck on horseback 
again. 

“Stop it!” Marshal gripped around the reins so tightly his 
fists turned white. 

“Then tell me what the local law has against you.” 

Marshal leaned forward until his mouth was right against 
Elliot’s ear. “I’m a dangerous man. You’re lucky I’m feeling 
nice today or | would have taken advantage of you back 
there.” 

Rather than intimidate him, all Marshal had managed to 
do was reinforce Elliot’s determination to get into his bed. To 
hear that low, rumbling voice issuing dirty demands while 
they fucked like wild animals would just be an added bonus 


to the feel of Marshal’s strong, proud body pounding into 
his. 

“Big, bad outlaw, huh?” Elliot looked over his shoulder 
and found that Marshal hadn’t moved his head back. Their 
lips were practically touching as he said, “Maybe that’s why 
I’m here.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I’m in need of a criminal.” 

“Yeah?” Marshal’s voice was perilously quiet. “Tell me the 
truth, pretty boy, or | swear you'll never leave this ranch.” 

The threat thrilled him, because Elliot didn’t want to go. 
Not ever. He contemplated that even if he got his memory 
back he wouldn’t tell Marshal. Tauntingly, he said, “If you 
want to know, you'll have to fuck the truth out of me.” 

“You wanna play rough and tumble with the big boys, 
hmm?” 

“No.” 

“No?” 

“I don’t want to play with all the big boys. | just want to 
play with one. And while you are big, you sure as hell aren’t 
a boy.” 

Marshal kept hold of the reins with one hand and cupped 
Elliot’s cock with the other. 

“I—" Elliot couldn’t think straight with Marshal’s big palm 
touching him and bleeding heat against his prick. 

“Is your memory coming back?” Marshal put his mouth 
against Elliot’s other ear. He was so close he rubbed his 
Smooth-shaved cheek against the edge of Elliot’s face. In 
order to do this, Eliot realized Marshal must have tilted his 
hat back. “Are you starting to remember who sent you 
here?” 

“No one sent me,” Elliot defended. He couldn't 
remember the details, but he knew he’d come of his own 
free will. 

“So you do remember.” 

“| don’tremember, but that feels totally wrong.” 


“Feels wrong? But you're perfectly okay with rubbing up 
on aman you don’t know?” 

Now he got it. Elliot turned his head, bringing their lips 
close together. “I’m rubbing up on a man | want.” 

“How can you want a man you don’t know?” 

Because in some way Ido know you. But rather than say 
that and start another barrage of suspicious questions, Elliot 
turned his question right back on him by wriggling his 
bottom against Marshal’s very hard cock. “How can you 
want a man you don’t know?” 

“Any sweet, tight ass grinding on me would get my dick 
hard.” 

“Yeah?” Elliot didn’t believe that for a moment, and he 
didn’t think Marshal did, either. “Why don’t we bring Doc 
back here and test your theory?” 

Marshal huffed hard, blowing his warm breath into Elliot’s 
ear, which shivered a bolt of lust straight down Elliot’s spine. 

“Doc is my friend.” 

“And you don’t fuck friends?” 

“No.” 

“So you only fuck your enemies?” Elliot asked 
sarcastically. 

“| don’t bang the men who work for me.” 

Marshal wrapped the reins around the saddle horn then 
forcefully turned Elliot’s head and half his upper body 
around so they could see one another. He hadn’t pushed his 
hat back. It was gone, probably tumbled off when he’d 
pressed close. Why he didn’t stop to pick it up, Elliot had no 
idea. Maybe he just wanted to get to the house and get rid 
of him as fast as he could. The thought bothered Elliot 
intensely, and he vowed no matter what he wasn’t leaving 
this ranch unless Marshal forced him to at gunpoint. 

“| don’t know what the hell you’re after, or who sent you, 
but there’s nothing against the law going on here. Just 
because my men happen to like other men doesn’t mean 
they rape them or force them or anything else of the sort. 
Got it?” 


All of Marshal’s easygoing ways and embarrassed 
rambling had disappeared. Now he was cold, focused, and 
furious that someone was threatening those he loved. As 
afraid as Elliot was to be the object of Marshal’s ire, his 
defense of his men in no uncertain terms touched Elliot’s 
heart. It showed him again that at the very core of his being, 
Marshal was a protector. To have a man like this at his side 
would be the greatest gift he could ever hope for. But that 
didn’t get him out from under that unnerving stare. 

Elliot swallowed hard. “I swear, | don’t remember exactly 
what | was doing, but | would never do something like that.” 

“I don’t believe you.” Marshal let go of Elliot’s chin, 
allowing him to turn and face forward. His gaze darted 
down, watching as Marshal grasped the reins into his big, 
callused hands. “I suggest you hang on.” 

Elliot barely had time to take a deep breath when 
Marshal made a clicking noise and snapped the reins, 
causing his mount to run. 

Terrified, Elliot grasped the saddle horn and tightened his 
entire body against Marshal’s. The faster they rode, the 
quicker his ass slapped against Marshal’s lap in a mimic of 
violent sex. 

“You tease me again and | swear l'Il fuck you like this.” 
Marshal’s voice was loud against the pounding of the 
horse’s hoofs in the red dirt. “l'Il fuck you hard, fast, and 
brutal. If you dare to mess with me again, l'Il find my 
satisfaction in your tight little hole and then dump you off in 
town when I’m done.” 


Chapter 3 


Marshal had a sudden, sharp urge to stop the horse, fling 
both their bodies to the ground, and then fuck Elliot’s sweet 
form until neither one of them could see straight. But that 
would open up a whole new can of mess that Marshal didn’t 
need. He’d only snarled that threat in Elliot’s ear to scare 
the hell out of him. Marshal wanted to make Elliot realize 
that arousing a man like that was a risky thing to do. Not all 
men had Marshal's self-control. A different man, a 
dangerous man, would take what Elliot offered without a 
second thought about what that might do to him. But not 
Marshal. He was going to keep a tight rein on himself, but 
he was going to make it damn clear to Elliot that messing 
around with fire was a very bad idea. 

“My self-control is pressed to the absolute limit, so you 
keep your hands and your dirty thoughts to yourself, got it?” 

“Y-yes!” Elliot’s voice hitched as he bounced. 

“| don’t know what this is about, but you’re not going 
anywhere until you tell me what the hell is going on.” 
Marshal dug his heels in and slapped the reins, urging his 
horse to increase the pace. Marshal wanted to get to the 
house now and get Elliot squared away with a guard, 
surreptitiously if possible, and then return to his work. Only 
when he was immersed in building, running, or repairing the 
ranch did he feel like he was doing what needed to be done. 
Whenever he stopped to do anything for himself, Marshal 
felt guilty. Hell, even when he beat off, he felt ashamed. Not 
for what he was doing but because he could be doing 
something that would further the ranch instead of 
pleasuring himself. 

“You're going to keep me prisoner?” 

Marshal considered. His mind flashed on having Elliot 
bound to his bed with his legs spread. Given the opportunity 
to do whatever he wanted to him, Marshal wasn’t certain he 
could let Elliot go. Ever. There was something in Elliot that 
spoke to a deeply buried hunger in Marshal. As much as he 


wanted to satisfy that craving, Marshal knew if he did he 
would just start a whole new slew of problems. But damn. 
How nice it would be to just forget all of his responsibilities 
for just one night. Or two. And Elliot would be a perfect 
partner to help him disregard all his pressing duties. 

Before that thought could settle in, Marshal heard the 
forever-critical voice of his long-dead father berating him for 
not putting the ranch first. Any time he wasn’t doing 
something for the ranch, he heard that harsh, berating tone. 
It was why he worked from before sunup until long after 
sundown. He kept thinking that voice would fade with time, 
but it never did. 

“Marshal?” Elliot asked, drawing his attention back to the 
here and now. 

Since he’d relaxed, his horse had slowed to a trot. 
“Perhaps | will keep you prisoner.” Marshal rubbed his lips 
against Elliot’s ear, drawing a deep breath of his scent. “Are 
you going to make me tie you up?” 

Elliot turned his head just enough to bring their lips close 
again but not quite touching. “You can bind me if you want, 
but only if you tie me to your bed.” 

Again the image of Elliot on his bed popped into his 
mind, but this time was like the earlier vision he had where 
Elliot was there willingly. His bottom was lifted high in 
presentation for Marshal’s cock. Elliot was begging him to 
finish what they’d started. In his version, Elliot was more 
than willing. In fact, if anything, he was wanton. 

“I'll do whatever | want with you.” Marshal nipped the 
edge of his ear, causing Elliot’s buttocks to tense. “You have 
a problem with that?” 

“Big, bad outlaw rancher.” Elliot's mouth was so 
tantalizingly close that Marshal almost kissed him. Almost. 
But he didn’t. He knew if he did he would stop the horse, get 
them both on the ground, and then take Elliot in the dirt 
without a single care in the world other than satisfying his 
lust. Later, the self-recrimination would kick in, but in the 
heat of that moment, he’d drown out that voice. 


“That’s right, mystery boy. I’m a very dangerous man 
who you shouldn’t mess with.” 

“Maybe | like danger.” 

“And maybe | don’t like liars.” Marshal lifted his head 
from the temptation of Elliot’s ear that he wanted to fill with 
One dirty comment after another. He also realized he had to 
keep his mouth away from Elliot’s neck, which Marshal had 
an insane urge to bite. Not to draw blood. But to mark him 
as mine. The words filled his head as if he’d screamed them 
into his own mind. 

Realizing that he wouldn’t have a moment’s peace until 
he got away from Elliot, Marshal dug his heels in and urged 
his horse to resume a faster pace. In less than ten minutes, 
they pulled up in front of the stable. 

Dooley was there, his eyebrows high as he looked at 
Elliot. Marshal pondered his expression and thought maybe 
Dooley recognized his pants and shirt were on a strange 
young man riding on Marshal’s lap. 

“Help him down,” Marshal said to Dooley, who reached 
for Elliot’s hand and eased him off the horse. The relief of 
not having him against his cock was so profound he sighed, 
but then the loss of his body heat made him feel bereft. And 
seeing Elliot's hand in Dooley’s sparked a shock of 
possessive jealousy that was completely out of line with the 
situation. For Christ’s sake, he’d asked Dooley to help Elliot 
down. He couldn’t very well turn around and snarl at him for 
touching his mate. 

Staggered by the word, Marshal climbed down, handed 
the reins to Dooley, and said, “He’s had enough for one day. 
Saddle me up another.” 

“Sure, Marshal. Is everything—” One sharp look cut 
Dooley off. “Give me ten minutes.” 

Marshal turned on his heel and strode toward the house, 
expecting Elliot to follow. When he didn’t, Marshal looked 
back and found Elliot goose-stepping along the gravel 
driveway. Damn it all to hell. He'd forgotten that Elliot didn’t 
have any shoes. Had he been thinking clearly, he would 


have had Doc bring him out a pair. Striding over to him, 
Marshal bent down and flipped Elliot up onto his shoulder. 
His earlier thought about becoming a caveman came back 
to him. 

Elliot didn’t struggle as Marshal carried him up the porch 
steps and into the house. The scents of breakfast lingered in 
the air, but Marshal didn’t see any of his men. Most likely 
they were all out working. Keeping a firm grip on Elliot’s 
legs, Marshal went up two flights of stairs, turned right, and 
went down the long hall to his bedroom. He had to duck to 
get through the door with Elliot on his back. Once they were 
inside, he kicked the door closed and tossed Elliot on the 
bed. 

Hunger welled up inside him as he looked down at Elliot’s 
startled face. Somehow, he looked small on his king-sized 
bed, but he didn’t look fragile. Oh no. Elliot looked like he 
could take all of the passion inside Marshal. Elliot could 
handle his intensity. Elliot would welcome Marshal’s 
strength. He’d revel in his power. And he’d give back as 
good as he got. 

Marshal leaned down and wrenched the top button apart 
on Elliot’s pants. He pulled down the zipper then stepped 
back. After grasping the bottom of both pant legs, Marshal 
pulled them off with one sharp yank. 

Elliot dug his fingers into the bedclothes as if to brace 
himself for what was next. His dirty blond hair swept across 
his forehead, intensifying the otherworldly green of his eyes. 

“How many men have you been with?” Marshal 
demanded. 

“None.” 

“So you remember?” 

“| just know.” 

Marshal nodded, and his gaze wandered down to Elliot’s 
prick. His borrowed shirt only partially covered him. As if he 
knew Marshal wanted to examine him, Elliot pulled his shirt 
up. 
“Take it off.” 


Elliot did as ordered. He unbuttoned the shirt, slipped it 
off his shoulders, handed it to Marshal, and then lay back 
with his hands over his head. Elliot’s submissive position 
elicited a growl from deep down inside the very base, 
animal part of Marshal. That was the pose his lover—mate— 
Should always take when Marshal was in need. Naked, 
spread out, ready, and willing. 

Mate? The word started Marshal out of his haze of lust. It 
was the second time he’d had that word creep into his mind. 
What the hell was he thinking? What the fuck was he doing? 
Determined to save face, he grabbed the pants off the floor, 
which damn near caused the crimp in his jeans to cut his 
dick in half, and then stood, looming over Elliot. 

While twisting the fabric in his hands, he examined Elliot 
from the top of his head down to his toes and all parts in 
between. He was beautiful. Marshal wanted to start at his 
feet and work his way up to his cock then spend an hour 
licking his hole, making him ready, then— 

“Consider yourself my prisoner. I’m taking your pants 
and shirt so that you’ll have no choice but to stay here.” 
Marshal gathered up the few pairs of pants he had and took 
all his shirts out of the closet. “The only thing left in here is 
my underwear, which you are free to wear, but without 
anything else or shoes, you aren’t going to get far.” 

“I’m not going to run.” Elliot’s voice was soft, almost 
reassuring. 

“Well, that may be, but I’m going to make sure that if 
you get the notion to, you aren’t going to be able to carry it 
out.” Marshal refused to look at him again, because he knew 
if he did, he’d falter in his resolve. He told himself he was 
keeping him naked so he wouldn’t run, but the truth was 
Marshal wanted Elliot naked so he would be ready for 
whenever Marshal was in need. Refusing to allow himself to 
go any further down that trail, Marshal wrenched open the 
door. He would have stormed out, but Elliot stopped him 
cold with two words. 

“Marshal, please.” 


Hesitating, Marshal didn’t turn around. “Please what?” 

“Don’t be angry with me for how you feel.” 

Marshal didn’t waver this time. He stomped through the 
door and yanked it closed without turning around. Since his 
bedroom door was once an exit before the addition was built 
on, there was a lock on the outside, which Marshal engaged. 
Certainly, Elliot heard the lock click. Marshal faltered in his 
resolve. He rested his ear against the door, curious if Elliot 
would say anything. When he didn’t, Marshal took a deep 
breath and made his way downstairs. 

“Hey, Marshal,” Cassidy greeted him as he came down 
into the foyer. “Alex is leading the men out to do the seeding 
on the plowed field. | thought I'd go and help since I’m done 
with cooking until suppertime.” 

“Change of plans.” Marshal shoved the clothing he’d 
gathered into Cassidy’s arms. “I have a man in my room.” 

Cassidy’s lusty grin was truncated by Marshal’s snarl. 

“I don’t want him going anywhere. The door is locked 
from the outside, but that doesn’t mean he won’t make a go 
for the window, or something equally foolish.” But what 
really worried Marshal was that Elliot would be gone before 
he could...have him. Hell. AS much as he hated that notion, 
he had to admit that was exactly what was going on. Even 
as he tried to tell himself he wasn’t going to take advantage 
of him, that was precisely what Marshal wanted to do. If and 
when Elliot left the Rough River Ranch, he sure as spit 
wasn’t going to be taking his innocence with him. 

“And you want me to, what?” Cassidy asked. “Stand 
guard?” 

“Precisely.” Marshal considered how long Elliot had been 
out in that field. “Please make him something to eat. But | 
don’t want you going in the room.” 

“So I’m going to have carrier pigeons fly it up to him?” 

“Damn. No. Just, open the door, put it in, and then close 
the door. | don’t want anyone talking to him.” 

“Who is this guy?” 


“| don’t know. | was out running the fence line in the field 
we moved the cattle to—” 

“Alex and | ran that line before we herded them over,” 
Cassidy pointed out while frowning. 

“I know, but | was just checking it since | was making 
sure they had unfettered access to the river—” 

“Which we checked, too.” 

“All right!” Marshal lifted his hands palm out to his 
Shoulders. “I’m a goddamn control freak who just has to see 
everything for myself, so sue me.” 

“Sorry.” Cassidy shut his mouth and stopped pointing out 
that Marshal was duplicating his men’s efforts. It was 
something Marshal was aware of but couldn’t seem to stop 
doing no matter how much he trusted the men who worked 
for him. Marshal had found it was one of the only ways to 
stifle his father’s haranguing voice. 

“While | was out there, | found him, naked, in the field. 
He has a head injury. He doesn’t remember who he is or 
how he got here.” 

“Shouldn't Doc—” 

“He’s already looked at him.” Marshal softened his tone. 
“Damn my hide, but I’m just worried about the 
implications.” 

“What implications?” 

“An injured, naked man on my land after all Judd 
Kingsley’s crap about the men who work for me? You don’t 
see any concern about that?” Kingsley had intimated that 
Marshal’s men couldn’t control themselves around other 
men. It wasn’t even remotely true, but Kingsley wasn’t the 
only homophobic idiot in the county. There were others who 
thought all gay men were rapists, and worse, pedophiles. 
They thought this despite the fact that Marshal wouldn't hire 
either. 

“Okay.” Cassidy nodded. “I get it.” 

“He’s fine, | mean he’s healing okay, but I’m not going to 
let the fact that he’s been hurt make me go soft on his 


motives.” Marshal was just as determined not to let the fact 
he was utterly fascinated with Elliot sway him, either. 

“Given the trouble we’ve had with Judd Kingsley...” 
Cassidy let his voice trail off. 

“Precisely.” Marshal had seen enough of that blowhard’s 
face to last him three lifetimes. 

Cassidy swore to follow Marshal’s instructions to the 
letter, but both of them knew Marshal would probably 
double-check on everything once he finished up his chores. 
At that precise moment, Marshal realized the tasks he’d set 
out for himself today all revolved around duplicating his 
men’s efforts. Rather than stop what he was doing and 
reflect on his personal failing, Marshal continued out of the 
house. He picked up another horse from Dooley then set off. 
Instead of considering that he needed to relax and trust his 
men more, Marshal found himself skipping right over that to 
how good Elliot had felt sitting in his lap. 

As he pushed the horse to return to where he’d found 
Elliot, Marshal thought of Elliot’s idea of how they could fuck 
while on horseback. The idea excited him. Since he was 
alone this time, he stood by placing his boots in the stirrups 
and adjusted himself so his jeans weren’t pinching his dick. 
He settled back into the saddle picturing Elliot’s body riding 
on top of his. Up and down he would bounce on his cock, 
taking the rough thrust willingly because all Elliot wanted to 
do was please him. 

Forcefully, Marshal shook off the notion. He found his hat 
abandoned alongside the road. After stopping the horse, he 
retrieved it, dusted the brim off by smacking it against his 
thigh several times, then settled it on his head. He’d let the 
battered straw tumble off because at that moment he’d 
been far more interested in pushing Elliot to his limit to see 
just what kind of a man—mate—he would be. 

Damn. There was that word again. 

Once back in the saddle, Marshal continued to the place 
where he’d come across Elliot. From the perspective of his 
high mount, he was able to see a perfect outline of where 


Elliot had lain. With the windless day, the grass still held a 
near-perfect outline of Elliot’s form. His delectable form that 
begged for Marshal’s hands, lips— “Stop!” 

His horse let out a startled whinny at his command. 

“Sorry. That was for me, not you.” He patted the 
creature’s neck reassuringly. 

He looked around the area. There were no automobile 
tracks anywhere near the place where he’d found Elliot. 
Also, there weren’t any areas that looked mashed down 
from an ATV, a motorcycle, a horse—anything. It truly 
looked as if Elliot had fallen from the sky and landed in 
Marshal’s field. 

“Maybe that explains the whole thing,” Marshal said 
softly to his horse. “Elliot fell out of the sky for me. Because 
| guess the aliens knew how goddamned lonely | was. How 
painful the nights have become. How much | hunger for 
more than simple companionship.” The men who worked for 
him, all thirty-five of them at last count, were a great bunch 
of guys that he swore he would lay down his life for, but not 
a one of them could assuage his emptiness. Not a one could 
fill that void inside. Marshal wasn’t certain when the hole in 
his heart got so damn big. All he knew was there was an 
empty space that clamored for more than contact, 
company, camaraderie. What he needed was a man—a 
chosen—who would fulfill all of his needs, both light and 
dark. 

As he gazed toward the far end of the valley, he saw a 
rising plume of dust. A vehicle was headed this way. He 
considered where his men were working and what they were 
doing. Marshal had a perfect map of the ranch in his head, 
and he knew exactly where his men were supposed to be. 
He had no doubt at all they were doing exactly as he’d 
asked them to do. None of them would be that far up the 
ranch. Besides, only an idiot would be traveling at that kind 
of speed when there were cattle running the range. Marshal 
sighed. He was never in the mood to see Sheriff Judd 
Kingsley, but he was even less inclined to be cordial today. 


Since dodging the man would only make the inevitable 
showdown more unpleasant, Marshal urged his horse out to 
the main road so he could get the encounter over with as 
quickly as possible. Perhaps now he would have an answer 
to what Elliot had been doing out here because, as sure as 
God made little green apples, the aliens hadn’t dropped 
Elliot from the sky just to give Marshal a bed partner. 

Kingsley pulled up in a glittering new Ford Explorer. He 
came to an abrupt halt, causing the big, knobby tires to 
Slide in the loose, red dirt of the road. Only a portion of the 
main drive into the ranch was pavement, and that was only 
because the county maintained it. Everything else was hard- 
packed dirt. 

Marshal brought his horse near to the driver’s side of the 
vehicle. Like the usual prick he was, Kingsley didn’t roll the 
window down right away. Nope. He pretended to be 
checking something on the clipboard that was sitting on the 
passenger seat. But they both knew he was just making 
Marshal wait for no other reason than he could. It was 
beyond petty, but that was part of Kingsley’s pompous 
nature. 

After a good two-minute wait, Kingsley rolled down the 
window. “Morning, Marshal.” 

“Morning, Kingsley.” 

“Sheriff.” 

“Right.” Marshal made a point of never calling the man 
by his title. Two could play the petty game. “What can | do 
for you?” 

“Looking for a man.” 

Marshal grinned. “Aren’t we all?” 

Kingsley made a face. The man was the most incredible 
homophobic asshole Marshal had ever had the misfortune of 
meeting. 

“I’m looking for a wanted man.” 

Marshal let that slide, because tweaking Kingsley would 
only extend the time Marshal had to deal with him. 


When Marshal didn’t take the bait, Kingsley offered out a 
wanted flyer with a sketch of the man the entire state was 
looking for. Marshal’s heart skipped a beat when he looked 
down at Elliot’s handsome face. The eyes weren’t quite 
right, and the chin was off, but he was clearly looking at the 
man he’d found sleeping in the hay earlier. 

“He’s wanted for a string of robberies throughout the 
Four Corners area. He was spotted near Scorpion two days 
ago.” 

“What makes you think he’s out here?” The Rough River 
Ranch was over fifty miles from the nearest town. Marshal 
continued to study the flyer. In his hand he held the answer 
to his problem. He could simply take Kingsley to the main 
house and turn Elliot over to him. In fifteen minutes, he 
could have him out of his hair, off his ranch, and forever 
gone from his life. Just thinking of that scenario made 
Marshal sick to his stomach. Elliot didn’t seem like the type 
to rob anyone, and certainly not with an AK-47. Hell, Elliot 
didn’t look like he’d even know which part of the gun was 
the business end. 

“I don’t think he’s out here. I’m just doing my due 
diligence and making sure all the ranchers under my 
jurisdiction know he’s on the prowl in these parts.” 

“There isn’t a reason for him to hold up a ranch. We don’t 
have anything but cows.” 

“Are you deliberately trying to be dense?” Kingsley 
snorted a deep breath through his nostrils, pulling a wad of 
snot into his mouth, which he bundled up with his tongue, 
and then spit out the window. The gob of mucus landed near 
his horse’s hoof. When the beast whinnied, Marshal soothed 
him absently. So far, not a horse on the ranch seemed to 
like Kingsley any more than the humans did. Out of all the 
man’s nasty habits, that one had to be the most disgusting. 
As if to prove that assessment wrong, Kingsley turned right 
around and picked his nose. After examining the yuck on his 
finger, he wiped it on his shirt. Marshal couldn’t image how 
his wife dealt with all his snot swipes. “I don’t think he’s out 


here to rob you, moron. | think he might lay low at a ranch 
until the heat dies down.” 

Actually, it wasn’t a half-bad theory. Considering Kingsley 
was at best a half-assed lawman, it was unlikely the idea 
came from him. The notion of a criminal holing up around 
here had probably come from one of Kingsley’s officers. He 
was just taking the credit. Something he probably did with 
great frequency. Marshal imagined his underlings prayed 
nightly for a massive coronary to strike the pretentious 
sheriff. 

“If you see him, you call me.” 

“I'll be sure to do that.” 

“Call me, Marshal. Not nine one one or the main line. You 
fucking call me, got it?” 

“Is that procedure?” Marshal only asked to watch Kinsley 
huff and puff and work his way into an early grave. 

“It’s what I’m telling you to do.” 

“Got it.” Marshal nodded. “Anything else?” 

Kingsley sneered as he looked Marshal up and down. “I 
hear there’s a new queer bar in Scorpion.” 

“Yeah?” Marshal thought it was about time the midsize 
town stepped into the twenty-first century. “What’s it 
called?” 

“I knew you'd be first in line with your dick out.” 
Kingsley’s gaze was riveted to Marshal’s crotch. 

“m up here.” When Marshal snapped his fingers, 
Kingsley yanked his gaze up to his face. To Marshal’s mind, 
there was nothing worse than a man who professed to hate 
homosexuals but had clear leanings in that area. 

“It’s called The Stinger.” Kingsley spat another wad on 
the ground, but this time Marshal’s horse turned and 
whinnied in the window, flicking foamy spittle all over the 
side of the fancy Ford and some on Kingsley. For a man who 
wiped boogers on himself with amazing frequency, he sure 
didn’t like it when another creature did it. 

“Clever.” And Marshal meant that about both the new 
bar’s name and what his horse had just done. 


“For a bunch of fags it’s a pretty nice place.” 

“Now is that any way for an elected official to talk about 
the people he serves?” Every four years, Kingsley’s job as 
Scorpion County Sheriff was up for election. His time of 
being cast out was coming, but not fast enough for Marshal. 

“Fuck off, Marshal.” Kingsley made another face, took 
another glance at Marshal’s bulge, and then rolled up his 
window. He drove a ways down the road, whipped the Ford 
around, and sped past Marshal, kicking up as much dust as 
possible. Rather than let it bother him, Marshal lifted his 
hand and waved. When the overbearing bully was out of 
sight, Marshal flipped him the bird. 

“Good horse.” Marshal patted his mount’s neck. “You can 
do that to him anytime he comes a calling.” 

As if in answer, his horse whinnied and pawed at the dirt, 
almost as if he wanted to chase Kingsley down and slobber 
on him a second time. 

Once the dust of Kingsley’s exit settled, Marshal turned 
his attention to the flyer in his hand. There was no two ways 
about it. He was staring at Elliot’s handsome face. The man 
he’d found injured and lost. The man with the otherworldly 
green eyes. The man who'd managed to make him utterly 
crazy in the span of two hours was a wanted felon. 


Chapter 4 


“Please don’t go.” Elliot leapt off the bed, but the hand 
that had deposited the paper bag was locking the door. 
When he pressed close, he heard footfalls moving away. 
“Damn.” 

Elliot picked up the sack and looked inside. There was a 
stack of plastic containers with all kinds of different foods 
and a set of plastic utensils. Rather than ask him what he’d 
like, Marshal had apparently instructed one of his men to 
simply give him a bit of everything. Elliot was fairly certain 
this was so his men didn’t have to converse with him. 
Probably so that they wouldn’t feel sorry for him or let him 
out. Not that he had any intention of going anywhere. 

Surprisingly hungry, Elliot settled down on the floor 
cross-legged and dove in. It didn’t take long for him to work 
his way through all five containers. Whoever did the cooking 
for the ranch was damn good. Beyond good. Elliot would go 
so far as to say he was a master chef. Elliot couldn’t 
remember having anything as fantastic as those scrambled 
eggs even though they were lukewarm. Or maybe he’d had 
something better and just didn’t remember. His blank 
memory was becoming a pain. 

As he stacked the containers and put them back in the 
paper bag, he considered the look on Marshal’s face right 
before he’d stormed out. 

Elliot shivered. 

Marshal had been so determined. The way he’d stripped 
Elliot bare hadn’t been about making sure he didn’t have 
the tools to run away. It was about having him naked and 
ready. For a split second, there was such a look of hunger in 
Marshal’s eyes it was almost frightening. That look told Elliot 
that Marshal was going to grab Elliot’s legs, yank them 
apart, and then... 

“Fuck me.” 

Marshal wouldn’t make love to him, tender and sweet. 
No. A man like Marshal would take him in a violence of 


passionate need. Only after the storm had passed would he 
calm and become loving. Passion first, tenderness after. 
Elliot knew the truth of that. He may not know his name, or 
what the hell happened last night, but he knew Marshal’s 
way with his mate. 

Elliot wasn’t certain why he thought of himself as 
Marshal’s mate, but he felt that he was. Rather than ponder 
the workings of his crazy mind, he rose and entered the 
bathroom. He closed the door, used the facilities, then 
washed his hands. Just like the main part of Marshal’s room, 
this was very tidy. 

Running his hands over a stack of clean but stiff towels, 
Elliot realized that, like the shirt and pants he’d worn earlier, 
these had been line dried. He lifted the top towel. It was 
blue and cream, faded, but clean. Elliot buried his face in 
the fabric and breathed deep. Sunshine, rain, and green, 
growing things filled his mind as the scents filled his lungs. 
There was a knowing in him that all his life he’d longed for 
the simplicity of this. The big city held no allure for him, 
because at heart Elliot was a country boy. He belonged in a 
place where he could walk for miles without seeing another 
human. A place where the grass grew high and the night sky 
sparkled so brightly if he stretched up tall enough he could 
touch the Milky Way. 

“Ah, I’m just waxing poetical.” He opened the double- 
paned window by sliding it up. There was a cutoff piece of a 
wooden dowel that he used to prop the window open. There 
wasn’t a screen on the window, so he stuck his head out. He 
couldn’t see much more than the roof, which had asphalt 
Shingles that looked two decades old at least. When he 
listened, he heard chickens clucking and what he thought 
might be pigs snorting. Elliot didn’t see anyone in the yard, 
but there were a few old pickups and one four-door car that 
had seen better days. For as large a spread as Marshal had, 
he clearly wasn’t making the big bucks. 

Since he was already bare, Elliot decided to shower. Bits 
of grass and dust clung to him, but more than wanting to 


feel clean for his own comfort, he wanted to be clean— 
ready—for when Marshal came home. 

No matter how he fought the attraction between them, 
they would come together. Elliot felt the inevitability of that. 
All his life he’d waited. That was one of those facts that he 
seemed to know without knowing why. He’d waited because 
he’d wanted the right man to be his first. His only. Elliot 
didn’t want a fling. He wanted a true love. 

“And no matter how much he fights the feelings inside, 
Marshal is mine.” Elliot turned on the water, adjusted the 
temperature, then climbed into the claw-foot tub and pulled 
the plastic shower curtain closed. Since it was white, it 
caught the light from the window and amplified it, giving 
him plenty of illumination to see what he was doing. 

Just like the rest of his things, Marshal’s toiletries were 
precisely aligned. Shampoo, conditioner, shave gel, and 
razor. All in a row, probably by the order he used them in. 
Elliot washed his hair, conditioned, and then he angled down 
the mirror that was attached to the wall opposite the spigot. 
He sudsed up his face before he realized he didn’t need to 
Shave. Huh. Unusually he had a bit of beard but not 
anymore. His face was perfectly smooth. As he stood there 
letting the water sluice over his backside, he considered his 
body. He had a perfectly even, allover tan. Even his butt was 
the same sun-kissed color as the rest of him. Equally 
puzzling was the fact he had absolutely no body hair except 
on his head. His pits, chest, groin, face, and legs were 
perfectly smooth. There weren’t even the telltale bumps 
from regrowing hair. It was as if he’d been born this way, but 
he didn’t think that was right. He remembered having pubic 
hair. Moreover, he remembered being circumcised. Again, 
he was struck by the deep-seated nature of that memory. 
Why could he recall that but not what happened last night? 

Elliot decided that pestering himself wasn’t going to 
bring his memory back any faster. When he was finished, he 
rinsed the unused razor and put it back exactly in the 


position he’d found it. He then rinsed out the tub. It was 
clear that Marshal liked things orderly. 

After drying off, he hung his towel up to dry then stepped 
out of the tub. The mat on the floor was handmade from a 
latch-hook kit. It was a big pink-and-cream rose that was 
just starting to bloom. Elliot almost felt badly about stepping 
on it but for the fact that was why it was placed there. 
Somehow, the thought that Marshal had stood on the rug 
every day to keep his feet off the cold tile floor made Elliot 
smile. 

He looked at himself in the mirror above the sink. His 
features seemed familiar to him but for his eyes. They 
seemed to be a strange color that he didn’t recognize. 
Crazy. It wasn’t like he could have switched eyes with 
someone last night. But then he thought about contact 
lenses. A careful examination revealed his eyes were his 
own. He frowned. 

Just as in the shower, the items Marshal used every day 
were carefully aligned. Elliot grabbed the bottle of lotion and 
coated himself. He skipped the aftershave, as he wanted to 
smell that on Marshal, not himself. Under the sink, he found 
a box of new toothbrushes, so he flossed, brushed, then 
examined his teeth. Huh. No fillings. That was odd because 
he had bits and pieces of memories involving dentists. For 
the life of him he felt like this was his body but it had been 
changed, almost restored. But that was flat-out crazy. 
Another curious thing he noted was that he had no scars 
anywhere. 

Carefully, he reached up and touched the lump on his 
head. It seemed to have gone down a lot in just a couple of 
hours. Since he felt slightly uncomfortable walking around 
naked, he took a clean towel and wrapped it around his 
hips. 

Returning to the main part of the room, Elliot examined 
the dresser against the far wall. There were four drawers, 
but he didn’t open them. That seemed nosey. But he still 
had a gut feeling that all Marshal’s things were probably 


placed inside with the same orderly precision as everything 
else. On the top of the dresser there was a comb, a brush, 
some change, and a wallet. 

The leather was well-worn on all four corners from being 
Slipped into the back pocket of Marshal’s jeans. Elliot looked 
around before picking it up. Okay, he was snooping, but he 
couldn’t seem to help himself. When he opened it up, there 
was a grand total of twenty-three dollars inside. Marshal had 
two credit cards, a voter registration card, his social security 
card, and a driver’s license. 

“You do travel light, don’t you?” Elliot’s wallet was 
always stuffed with all kinds of random things. He dropped 
Marshal’s wallet as the memory came fully formed to him. 
Elliot’s wallet was fabric with a Velcro strip. He’d dropped it 
in the dirt once, and it made a distinct sound when he 
opened it. Elliot saw his hands holding the blue fabric and 
peeling back the flap so he could take out money for...damn. 
There the memory faded to black. But he felt certain he’d 
been about to pay for something. 

Elliot put Marshal’s wallet back right where he found it. 
He looked across the room and found a small bookshelf that 
was literally stuffed with paperbacks. Kneeling down, he 
read over the titles. Most were science-fiction tales, but 
there were a few Westerns. At the very bottom there were a 
few that Elliot could only describe as a blend of sci-fi, 
Western, and erotic. He pulled one out and took it over to 
the bed to read. 

It didn’t take long for the tale to sweep him away and 
turn him on. He opened his towel and stroked himself 
absently as he read. Oddly, Elliot didn’t have any desire to 
climax. He wanted to wait until Marshal got home. When he 
did, Elliot planned to be ready for him. Whatever this was 
between them, Elliot had a feeling they’d hash it all out 
under the cover of darkness. 


Chapter 5 


“I already took some supper up to your prisoner.” 
Cassidy deposited a bowl and a small plate at the table for 
Marshal. The dishes held a rich beef stew and two thick rolls. 
He added silverware and a butter dish to the area where 
Marshal was sitting. “Like usual, you’re the first one out in 
the morning and the last one back at night.” 

Marshal sighed and settled at the head of the table to 
eat. Alone. This was becoming more than routine. It was 
becoming sad. The reason he’d started to bring this place 
back to its former glory wasn’t about money at all. Marshal 
had wanted a home, and he’d wanted to be surrounded by 
people who accepted him for who he was. In return, he’d 
accept them the same way. But then the work became 
overwhelming. The responsibility became so heavy that he 
couldn’t seem to stop moving, checking, working—until he 
collapsed in bed each night. 

“Do you want me to stay?” Cassidy hovered near with a 
dishrag in his hand and an open look on his face. 

“Would you mind?” Marshal rarely asked for company, 
but tonight he felt he needed more than that. Tonight, he 
wanted a solid sounding board. Out of all his men, Cassidy 
was the one who knew Marshal the best. 

“I'd be happy to.” Cassidy grinned. He turned and set his 
towel aside, picked up a big bowl from the counter, and 
deposited his bread dough on the table. “Do you mind if | 
knead while we talk?” 

“Not at all.” There was something peaceful about the 
way Cassidy worked his big hands over and down, over and 
down, until the bread dough was elastic and almost shiny. 
According to Cassidy, it took a good twenty minutes to get 
the right texture in the dough. Marshal didn’t know about 
that, but whatever Cassidy did, it delivered bread that was 
so light and fluffy it practically floated away. Somehow, the 
man managed to make over thirty loaves a week in addition 
to the dozens of dinner rolls and sweet goodies that kept all 


the men of the ranch in toast, sandwiches, and treats. Come 
to think of it, Cassidy was almost always kneading bread. 
Must be why the man had the upper body strength of a god. 

“| heard that Kingsley was on the ranch today.” Cassidy 
kneaded away but split his cinnamon-brown gaze between 
his work and Marshal’s place at the head of the table. 

“He was looking for an outlaw.” 

“Really?” Cassidy laughed lightly. “In this day and age, 
he thinks some bandit would head out here to our ranch for 
sanctuary?” 

“Apparently.” Marshal took a bite of the stew that had to 
be the best he’d ever had. He dunked one of Cassidy’s rolls 
into the thick gravy that supported all the beef, carrots, 
potatoes, and onions. When he stuck it in his mouth, he just 
about had an oral orgasm. There was a moment where 
Marshal felt a curious sense of pride in that Cassidy said 
“our” ranch rather than “your” ranch. By law, all the 
thousands of acres belonged to Marshal alone, but he’d 
done his best to make this more than just his ranch, and he 
was damn proud that Cassidy thought that way, too. 

“Do | check up on you all too much?” The question 
poured out of his lips long before his rational mind could 
stop it. 

“You're fussy that way.” Cassidy lifted up his dough, 
examining it carefully before returning it to the table and 
starting up his motions again. “I’ve caught you once or 
twice checking on my loaves.” 

“Bread?” 

“Yeah.” Cassidy chuckled. “If you were interested in mine 
personally, this would be a totally different conversation.” 

“| never—lI just—” 

“Hush.” Cassidy rolled the dough up and back several 
times. “Not a one of us thinks anything is odd with you. If 
we did, | doubt any of us would still be here.” 

“Why are you here?” Marshal thought about his own 
question. “I mean, besides the obvious that it’s a job and a 
place to lay your head.” 


“Because this is exactly where I’m supposed to be.” 
Cassidy closed his eyes but kept smoothing that bundle of 
dough over and up from his big hands to the middle of the 
table. Each pass seemed to make the dough more elastic 
and shiny. 

“Did you talk to him?” 

“Your prisoner?” Cassidy shook his head but didn’t open 
his eyes. “Nope. | did what you said. | bundled up some 
vittles, popped them in bags, dropped them in your room, 
and then scuttled away before he could say anything.” 
Cassidy opened up his cinnamon-sweet eyes. “When you go 
in, you might prepare yourself for a bundle of bags near the 
door.” 

“I will.” Marshal made quick work of his stew and rolls. 

“Why didn’t you turn him in?” 

Marshal almost asked how Cassidy knew, but he didn’t. 
The wanted poster was still folded up and tucked into the 
front pocket of Marshal’s jeans, but something in his voice 
or stance had tipped Cassidy off. Or, more likely, Kingsley 
had papered the ranch with flyers. If anyone had a fingertip 
on the pulse of the ranch heartbeat, that man was Cassidy. 

“Im not psychic. One of the hands brought a flyer in 
when he came for supper. Kingsley handed them out like 
invitations to a party.” Cassidy nodded to the side table. 
When Marshal looked over, he noticed a small stack of the 
wanted posters were laying there. “So again, | ask why 
didn’t you just turn him in and get him out of your hair?” 

In the end, Marshal admitted, “I couldn’t.” 

“Because?” 

“I don’t know.” Marshal rose, rinsed his dishes, and set 
them on the sideboard to be washed later since someone, 
probably Cassidy, had already cleaned up the majority of 
the dishes from supper. “He isn’t a criminal. l'Il swear to that 
to my dying day.” 

“Well, then.” 

Marshal waited for Cassidy to say something else. When 
he didn’t, Marshal prompted, “Well, then, what?” 


“Nothing. Just, well, then.” 

“Damn it, Cassidy. What the hell does that mean?” 

“Well.” Cassidy met Marshal’s gaze. “If he isn’t a 
criminal, then he must be something else.” 

“What?” 

“I’m asking you.” 

“Hell!” Marshal shook his head. “Why did | think you 
were going to be helpful?” 

“Dunno.” Cassidy smirked but then sobered. “For what 
it’s worth, there’s something between you two.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“You wouldn't have tossed him into your room 
otherwise.” 

Marshal left Cassidy to his bread, but he took his time 
walking up the stairs to the third story. He strode even 
Slower down the hall to his room. At his door, he drew a 
deep breath. As much as he wanted to see Elliot again, he 
feared what he would do when he did. Maybe he shouldn't. 
Marshal hesitated with his hand on the doorknob. Before 
he’d left, he’d yanked all Elliot’s clothes off, and his 
intention wasn’t to keep him from running away. It was more 
about keeping him naked and ready. That word echoed in his 
head until Marshal was practically beyond rationality. Just 
the thought of Elliot in his room, in his bed, waiting, hungry 
for him... 

After debating for a good ten minutes, Marshal unlocked 
the door and entered his bedroom. 

Elliot was on his bed, a towel around his hips, a book 
splayed across his chest, and his eyes closed. His chest—his 
Sleek, hairless chest—rose and fell in slow waves as he 
dozed. Marshal was loath to wake him. He entered his room, 
closed his door, and locked it from the inside. 

Marshal took his hat off and placed it on the top of his 
chest of drawers next to his wallet and a small pile of 
change. He settled on the chair near the door and pulled off 
his boots, then his socks, tossing the latter into the bin of 
dirty clothes. He added his shirt to the top of the pile. 


Standing up, he removed his jeans, but rather than tossing 
them in, he folded them and draped them over the side of 
the bin so he could wear them one more day. If he was 
careful, he could get another month out of them before he 
had to buy a new pair. 

After shimmying down his briefs and tossing those in the 
dirty clothes hamper, he strode naked into the bathroom. He 
closed the door then turned on the light so as not to awaken 
Elliot. The bathroom window was open, letting in the night 
air. Marshal closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
Something about that cool, moist night air called to him, 
telling him that whatever he’d given up to obtain this land, 
and whatever he had to do to keep it, was worth it. This was 
exactly where he belonged. 

Far off in the distance he heard a series of yips and cries 
from coyotes. Hell. He wanted to turn right around and 
remind his men to keep an eye on the foothills, but he knew 
they knew. Reminding them served no purpose other than 
making him feel that he was actively doing something when 
he really had no control after giving them orders. Besides, 
what he needed to do was leave them alone and relax. A 
long, hot shower and then—he really should go out and see 
if the new hand was settling in—damn. Marshal shook his 
head. He couldn’t even give it a rest for the span of five 
seconds. 

Letting go of his obsession to work, work, work, Marshal 
turned on the water, adjusted the temperature, and entered 
the shower enclosure, closing the shower curtain around the 
claw-foot tub. He washed his hair, rinsed, conditioned, and 
then lathered his face for a shave. When he had to adjust 
the mirror upward, he knew that Elliot had used it to shave 
since it was angled down about to where his face would be. 
Marshal grinned. Normally, he didn’t shave at night, but that 
was only because he went to bed alone. That wasn’t so 
tonight. Elliot was already in his bed. As Marshal rinsed off, 
he considered that Elliot was probably awake and halfway 
across the yard wearing his far-too-large boots. 


Marshal chuckled. For some reason, he didn’t believe 
that. Even if he had all his clothing, Elliot wouldn’t run from 
him. Elliot was here because he wanted to be here. After 
looking at the poster Kingsley had given him, Marshal still 
didn’t think a life of crime was what drove Elliot to his field. 
It just didn’t sit right in his mind. Elliot was here for 
something other than escaping justice. 

“He’s here for me.” Marshal believed that right down to 
the core of his being. He couldn’t explain it. He couldn’t 
defend it. All Marshal could do was know the utter truth of 
that. Elliot was on his ranch because he wanted to be with 
him. “And | want to be with him right back.” 

If Marshal didn’t feel the same, he would have turned 
Elliot over to the law today without a qualm. As it was, he’d 
kept his mouth shut and kept Elliot locked up in his room. 
Without clothes. Both of them knew keeping him bare had 
nothing to do with keeping him prisoner. 

Marshal rinsed and shut off the water. He dried briskly 
then hung up his towel to dry. There was another towel on 
the bar already. He stroked his fingers over it and thought it 
must be the towel Elliot had used. Clearly, he’d taken a dry 
one to use as a covering for his body, and Elliot probably 
only did that on the off chance that someone other than 
Marshal came into his room. Being bare-assed naked in front 
of his mate was a far cry from being nude in front of the 
other men. 

Marshal went to grab his toothbrush and saw another 
one in the cup that usually just held his. Again, he found 
himself touching it to confirm it was real before he brushed 
his teeth then added his brush to the glass with Elliot’s. 
Somehow, seeing them together, nestled close like they 
belonged together, made him alternately happy and sad. 
Happy because Marshal wanted a man to share his bed, 
bathroom, and beyond. But he was sad because Marshal 
didn’t think he would have long with Elliot before his life of 
crime took him away. 

But maybe the flyer was wrong. 


Maybe Elliot was involved against his will. 

Maybe, maybe, maybe. 

There were too many possibilities. Hell. Why couldn’t 
Marshal just let Elliot go and move on? He’d done it half a 
dozen times before when he knew a man wasn’t right for 
him. What was stopping him this time? 

Because this time heis right for you. 

That voice spoke up again. That persuasive voice that 
had been haunting him all day with powerful single words, 
visions, and longings. Well, maybe it was more of an entity 
than a voice. Given a choice between this newfangled 
intruder into his mind, and the forever-harsh voice of his 
father, he’d take this new one hands down. Sure, what it 
had to say was a mite strange, but it didn’t seem driven to 
dislike everything Marshal did, or try to compel him to 
exhaust himself in the endless pursuit of perfection that was 
as fake as fool’s gold. 

Marshal considered his face in the mirror above the sink. 
His black hair was trimmed short, but that damn cowlick 
tufted up his hair above his right eye. For once it made him 
laugh as he tried to smooth it down. He gave up. Instead, he 
splashed on a bit of aftershave, rinsed his hands, then 
wrapped a clean, dry towel around his hips. He turned off 
the light, gave himself a moment to grow accustomed to the 
limited moonlight spilling through the window, and then 
opened the door. 

Elliot was on his bed. He’d removed the book and the 
towel, pulled the covers down, and settled himself on his 
back. His eyes, which seemed enormous in the pale 
moonlight, tracked Marshal’s progress across the room. 

“j” 

“I want you.” Marshal dropped his towel, showing Elliot 
that he was hard and ready. “Present yourself to me.” 
Concerned that Elliot might feel he had no choice, Marshal 
whispered, “But only if you want me in return.” 

Elliot didn’t hesitate. He climbed onto his hands and 
knees then lowered his face down to his crossed arms, 


which lifted his bottom higher. 

Hungry for him, Marshal approached the edge of the bed. 
Elliot’s ass was at the perfect height for his prick. He could 
take him here, now, find his satisfaction, and then...then he 
would never be able to let him go. Marshal knew that for a 
fact. Why was it that he never believed anything Kingsley 
ever said but that damned flyer kept popping up in his mind 
as the absolute truth? 

Begging his rational mind for just one night of reprieve, 
Marshal retrieved a bottle of lube from the bottom drawer of 
his bedside table. He’d hidden it under a bunch of newer T- 
Shirts, hoping that if anyone looked they wouldn't find it, as 
if he had something to be ashamed of. There were a few foil- 
wrapped condoms, but Marshal didn’t grab one. He believed 
Elliot when he said he was untouched. 

“I’ve never taken a man without a condom.” As much as 
Marshal wanted to claim Elliot, he didn’t want to worry him. 

“Will you wear one with me?” 

“No.” Marshal paused, again concerned that he needed 
to give Elliot a choice. “Do you want me to wear one?” 

“No. | want to feel you. | want you to breed me.” 

The words washed over Marshal like a powerful wave 
that damn near knocked him off his feet. 

“I want to mark you. To—” own you. But Marshal didn’t 
make that confession. He couldn’t go that far that fast. For 
some reason, he believed the hunger he felt was returned in 
full, but rather than ask, he simply pushed forward. “Tell me 
to stop.” 

“| don’t want you to.” 

“Are you certain?” 

“I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.” 

Cautiously, Marshal stroked his index finger down the 
split of Elliot’s bottom, eliciting a whimper of surrender and 
a Slight angling that lifted Elliot’s bottom just a bit more. 

“Do you want me?” Marshal had to know. He had to hear 
him say that he did. He felt that he did, but there was a part 


of him that wanted—needed—to hear Elliot say the words 
that would leave no doubt between them. 

“I| want you.” Even with his face cupped against his 
crossed arms, Elliot’s voice was crystal clear. 

“You're innocent.” 

“Yes.” 

If possible, Marshal’s hunger tripled. His cock throbbed 
so hard he couldn’t think straight. Placing his hand against 
one of Elliot’s buttocks, he lifted his other hand and then 
Slowly, carefully, parted Elliot’s cheeks. In the pale 
moonlight, his hole was a tiny, dark starburst tucked 
between his perfectly tanned buns. 

Elliot held perfectly still as Marshal inspected him. “Am | 

“You're perfect.” Marshal lowered his head and lapped at 
the tender flesh of his mate. 

Relaxing, Elliot uttered a moan of pure bliss. 

Marshal reveled in the taste of his mate, yet his goal was 
to prep him for the ultimate possession of his prick. 

Elliot whimpered out a cry that spoke directly to the 
beast within Marshal’s soul. Marshal growled in response, 
causing Elliot to pant softly as he held perfectly still for 
Marshal’s probing tongue. 

Need pressed against his spine with an almost physical 
force. Never had he felt like this. It was animal lust. Base 
and primal. But something almost alien altered his sense of 
self until Marshal felt he wasn’t quite human. Not anymore. 
In the darkened bedroom where he had tossed and turned 
so many lonely nights, he would now stake his claim to a 
man who would gladly, wantonly attend to his every carnal 
need. But there was more, too. Elliot would release him from 
his loneliness, just as Marshal would do the same for him. 
Both of them had struggled to find a place where they could 
be who— what—they were. 

Marshal grabbed the bottle he’d taken from the drawer, 
lubed up his fingers, and then continued to probe his mate’s 


virginal bottom. When Elliot dug his fingertips into the 
bedcover, Marshal eased back. 

“Am | hurting you?” 

“No.” 

“Don’t lie, Elliot. I’m so famished for you, but | can’t bear 
the thought of causing you any pain in any way.” 

“Go slower. Please.” 

His voice was that same plaintive tone as it had been 
this morning when Marshal had walked away after stripping 
him bare. 

“Do you want me to stop?” 

“No!” Elliot rose up by extending his arms. He turned and 
looked back over his shoulder. “Don’t stop now. I’ve waited 
my whole life for you.” 

“Easy.” Marshal soothed him by stroking his hand in a 
calming circle over his lower back. “I won’t stop. | honestly 
don’t think | can.” 

Rather than the confession frightening him, Elliot 
seemed reassured. He lowered his head and crossed his 
arms, presenting his bottom up high. 

Marshal started again with his probing finger, but he 
Slowed his thrusts. AS greedy as he was to get his cock 
within his mate as quickly as possible, Marshal knew his 
pleasure would be utterly drained away if Elliot uttered one 
tiny cry of pain. Slow, steady plunging of his thick finger 
caused Elliot to moan in sync with his movements. 

Pre-cum gathered at the tip of Marshal’s prick. Eager to 
get even the smallest part of him within his chosen, Marshal 
swiped his finger over the tip of his cock then eased his 
slickness inside Elliot. 

As if he knew, Elliot’s cries rose an incremental bit in 
pitch and volume. To Marshal’s ear, it was like music. The 
most beautiful tune in the world. 

“Does that feel good?” Marshal knew it did, but hearing 
Elliot soeak would add to his rising pleasure. 

“Yes. So good. | want more.” 


“Are you sure that you're ready?” Marshal pressed 
another finger against his index finger and then rubbed the 
two digits up and down, dipping them carefully against his 
lover’s hole. “Too much?” 

“Too good. Fill me.” 

Marshal’s hips flicked at his begging cry. “I will. When I’m 
sure that you’re ready.” 

“When I’m totally crazy for youuuuuuu.” 

As Marshal eased his two fingers inside Elliot’s tender 
bottom, his voice rose in pitch and volume until Marshal 
swore his cry mimicked one of the coyote’s yips. Sliding 
them in and out caused Elliot to catch and release his 
breath, which changed the tone and pitch of the song he 
made. 

“I’m sorry that | can’t be quiet.” 

“Don’t be. | don’t care if anyone hears you.” 

“But what about your men?” 

“They won't care. If anything, they'll be happy for me.” 
And Marshal honestly believed that. They would probably be 
relieved that he had something other than double-checking 
their work to focus on. 

“Will you make me go when you're done?” 

The wanted flyer flashed in his mind along with his 
comment from earlier when he swore he would find his 
satisfaction with him then dump him off in town. Marshal 
knew he should stop now, but try as he might, he couldn’t. 
He lowered over until his mouth was close to Elliot’s ear. “l 
will never, ever let you go.” 


Chapter 6 


“Never?” Elliot had never had anyone want him with the 
intensity that Marshal did. He’d never taken a lover, but 
even the men who had shown interest in him never had this 
level of absorption. Again, it was something he knew 
without having the exact memories to examine. 

“I will never let you go,” Marshal confirmed. 

Elliot rose, turned, and kissed him. 

“Oh, damn my hide for forgetting something so basic and 
simple.” Marshal cupped his chin. “I never even kissed you.” 

“Make it up to me now.” 

Marshal pulled him so tight he almost crushed Elliot to 
his chest. Their tongues collided in a mimic of what Marshal 
planned to do to Elliot’s bottom. The hunger and need 
seemed to increase the more Elliot delayed him. 

“Don’t stop with your fingers.” 

Marshal grinned against Elliot’s lips as he resumed his 
plunging fingers. “Like this?” 

“Yes.” 

They kissed until Marshal eased another finger inside. 

“Oh. God.” Elliot couldn’t kiss him and keep his whimpers 
contained at the same time. 

“It’s okay. | swear we'll spend an evening kissing.” 

Elliot once again got on his hands and knees. 

Marshal resumed his standing position behind him. 

Turning his head, Elliot looked back, struck by how 
powerful Marshal looked as he prepped his bottom. As 
Elliot’s gaze traveled down, he caught sight of Marshal’s 
cock. What he’d felt against his bottom was nothing 
compared to the sight of Marshal’s prick freed of all confines 
and restraints. A pearl of pre-cum glistened at the tip. 

“Let me taste you first. Please.” 

Marshal looked down, seemingly surprised by his state of 
arousal. “You’ve already tasted me. You, you lusty creature, 
had my cock in your mouth long before we even kissed.” 


“I couldn’t help myself.” Elliot smiled. At that moment, 
he’d wanted to show himself submissive to Marshal, and 
that was the best way to do so. “Let me taste you again. 
Before you claim me.” 

Marshal left off his bottom and came around to the other 
side of the bed. 

Elliot rose up on his arms and wrapped his lips around 
Marshal’s cock. 

Now it was Marshal’s turn to utter plaintive cries of 
longing that filled the room and probably most of the 
farmhouse. Marshal’s were different in that his voice was 
husky, low, and filled with more growls than yips. 

“That’s enough.” Marshal stepped back. “I can’t take any 
more. | think as soon as I press against you l'II lose control.” 

“That’s okay.” 

“| don’t want to hurt you.” 

“You won't. | trust you.” 

“God, Elliot.” Marshal swallowed hard as he peered down 
at his face. “You have no idea what you’ve awakened in 
me.” 

“I do.” Elliot leaned forward and gave his cock a lick. 

Marshal moved back around to his bottom, but now as he 
fingered him, he cupped Elliot’s balls into his hand then 
pulled them down gently. 

The sensation was beyond pleasurable but also 
prevented him from climaxing. 

“You'll come when | say.” 

Elliot shivered at his masterful tone. “Yes.” He lowered 
his head back to his crossed arms and let his mate do as he 
pleased. 

After sliding his three fingers in and out until Elliot was 
almost mad with longing, Marshal stepped between Elliot’s 
legs, positioned his bottom with a big hand that spanned 
across Elliot’s lower back, and then pressed his luscious 
cock against his hole. 

Elliot arched up. 


“Down.” Marshal pushed between his shoulders. “I want 
you presenting yourself to me. You will do nothing but take 
what I give.” 

Elliot nodded and returned to his utterly submissive 
pose. Somehow, the position alone excited him. Just 
thinking of Marshal standing all big and tall and dominant 
behind him made Elliot’s cock twitch. 

“Reach back and wrap your finger and thumb around the 
base of your cock. | don’t want you to climax until | say.” 

Elliot did as he was bid. He didn’t know what Marshal had 
planned for him, but he would gladly wait and see. 

“Brace yourself, my mate.” 

Elliot thrilled that he wasn’t the only one feeling and 
using that particular word. “I’m ready for you, my mate.” 

Marshal moved forward, easing his cock within Elliot’s 
bottom. The feeling of pressure, of fullness, was exquisitely 
luscious. He couldn’t help himself. He lifted his head and let 
out a howl of bliss. 

“You like that?” 

“Yes. Yes.” 

Marshal gripped Elliot’s hips, holding him steady as he 
continued to slide his prick deeper. 

In order to take him, Elliot had to lift his body up. Rather 
than correct his position, Marshal seemed to understand he 
simply couldn’t take the angle of his invading cock. 

“More?” Marshal asked. 

“More,” Elliot begged. 

Marshal let out a sigh that turned to a growl as he sunk 
more of his prick into Elliot. 

To hold his release back, Elliot had to tighten his grip on 
his own cock until he was practically fisting himself. 

“Oh, God. Elliot?” 

“Yes?” 

“You better hold on.” 

“What’s—” Elliot was unable to finish because Marshal 
thrust into him so hard he lost his breath. 

“Are you Okay?” 


“Yes.” 

“|I can’t seem to help myself. | need.” Marshal took a 
deep breath. “I need.” 

“Tell me what you need.” 

“I need to fuck you.” Marshal snarled this as he rammed 
himself into Elliot. 

“Do it. Fuck me.” Elliot left off gripping his prick and 
instead braced his arms and clung to the mattress by 
digging in his fingertips. 

Marshal did the same to Elliot’s hips. He was holding him 
so firmly that Elliot was immobilized. Thrust after powerful 
thrust shook him, but he didn’t move. As Marshal continued 
to pound his upturned bottom, he lifted him up until only his 
arms were on the bed. Elliot had dug his hands into the 
mattress so deeply and locked his arms so tightly that 
Marshal’s thrusts pushed the bed across the floor. 

Each powerful surge of his cock caused Elliot to let out a 
cry of surrender that Marshal matched with a bellow of 
domination. There was no doubt in his mind that the music 
of their mating could be heard for miles. Elliot didn’t care. 
The veneer of civility fell away as they became animals in 
the rawness of their lust. 

Suddenly, Marshal plunged deep, held tight, and howled 
as he climaxed. Elliot hung his head, willingly taking the full 
brunt of his mate’s pleasure. Marshal’s climax went on and 
on, and Elliot felt each hot burst. Before he realized what 
was happening, Marshal yanked out, flipped Elliot onto his 
back, and descended. 

“What—” 

Marshal sucked Elliot’s cock into his mouth with such 
violence Elliot came. Hard. Marshal drained him then rose 
over his body, smiling. Carefully, Marshal eased his still- 
pumping cock back into Elliot’s ass then picked him up, 
cradling him to his chest. 

“Oh, God, Marshal, your cock.” 

“I know. | feel it, too.” Marshal cupped him close. “Does it 
hurt?” 


“No.” The base of Marshal’s prick swelled and hardened, 
like a knot. “It’s like it’s locking into me.” 

Marshal didn’t speak coherent words but murmured 
nonsensical calming sounds as he climbed onto the bed on 
his back, holding Elliot tight. It was almost exactly as Elliot 
had thought it would be. Naked lust then tenderness. But 
Marshal had given him tender first, then powerful passion, 
and then he’d delivered up an even more gentle side than 
he’d shown when he'd prepared him for penetration. 

All night long, Marshal held him against his chest. Every 
hour or so they would wake, Marshal would climax inside his 
bottom as Elliot creamed against their bellies. No matter 
how many times they orgasmed, their erections never faded 
and the knot at the base of Marshal’s shaft held him firmly 
inside Elliot. Even if they wanted to, they were physically 
prevented from separating. 

Curious, Elliot rocked his hips, trying to see if his prick 
had a knot like Marshal’s. His movements woke Marshal 
beyond the dreamy state they’d been mating in. 

“Elliot?” Marshal kissed his head. “Are you okay?” 

“I am.” Elliot squirmed against Marshal’s chest. “Are 
you?” 

“l'm beyond good. I’ve never felt so incredible.” 

“Me, too.” Elliot lifted his head and kissed Marshal. “My 
cock isn’t swelling like yours.” 

“I don’t know why that’s happening. It never has before.” 

“You’ve never mated before.” 

“Is that what this is?” 

Elliot nodded, then he tucked his head back down 
against Marshal’s shoulder. “You’re my mate for now and 
forever.” 


Chapter 7 


“Now and forever.” Marshal squeezed Elliot hard. They 
drifted back into slumber. Marshal dreamed of them running 
through the field at night with only the light of the moon to 
guide them. Their eyes were able to pick out the minutest 
movement. To Marshal, it seemed that they saw as well at 
night as a human did during the day. The thought startled 
him, and he looked down at himself in the dream. He had 
paws. Marshal looked over, and Elliot was beside him. His 
coat was silver in the moonlight and sleek because it was 
summer. When winter came it would puff up as would 
Marshal’s coat. But for now they were down to minimal hair 
because of the summer’s heat. 

Heat. 

The press of Elliot’s body making heat against him pulled 
Marshal from the dream. His cock jerked inside Elliot’s tight, 
hot body, offering up another burst of pleasure with which to 
mark him. Elliot woofed against Marshal’s chest and spilled 
semen between their bodies. Marshal grinned. They were 
marking each other. And the knot was to tie him to his mate 
until he’d pumped his last. They couldn’t separate until both 
of them were utterly drained. How he knew this he wasn’t 
sure, but he trusted the information. 

In and out of sleep and mating they drifted until the sun 
climbed up over the butte, filling Marshal’s bedroom with 
rosy-pink dawn. Only then did the swelling at the base of his 
cock recede, releasing Elliot, who uttered a soft cry of loss. 

“Ah, Elliot. | know.” Marshal kissed his head. “I know.” 

“It will never be like that again.” Elliot’s tears fell against 
Marshal’s chest. 

“Not like that, but it will still be good.” Marshal 
understood how he hurt. The separation left him feeling 
bereft, but he knew he needed to be strong for his mate. “I 
will never take you and then just walk away. Never.” 

“I know.” Elliot rose only enough to wipe his face with the 
back of his hand. He then looked at Marshal. “I now know 


you in a way that is almost terrifyingly intimate.” 

Marshal nodded as he smoothed Elliot’s tousled hair off 
his forehead. “I was so afraid | was going to hurt you, but | 
couldn’t stop. | had to mark you deep inside. | had to claim 
you.” 

“And now that you have?” 

“I’m not quite sure.” 

Elliot stiffened. 

“Whoa. Hey, what’s wrong?” 

“You won't keep me here with you?” 

“Oh, God.” Marshal pulled him tight. “Of course you're 
staying here with me. What did you think | meant?” 

“| don’t know.” 

“I only meant that I’m not quite sure what it means now 
that I’ve claimed you, okay?” 

“Okay.” Elliot fell silent for a long moment. “I’m happy 
but afraid.” 

“Afraid of me?” 

“No.” Elliot gripped his shoulders. “Afraid that when my 
memory returns it will put a wedge between us.” 

Into Marshal’s mind flashed an image of the wanted flyer 
with Elliot’s face. “If and when you recall your past, we'll 
face it together.” Marshal lifted Elliot’s face and kissed him 
tenderly. “You might have wanted to forget something 
traumatic. If that’s the case, | swear | will be here for you. 
Always. No matter what happens. Okay?” 

“Okay.” Elliot kissed him several times. 

Eventually, they rose and showered, where Marshal 
gently washed Elliot’s bottom. “Are you hurt?” 

“No.” 

“God, | can’t believe | want you again after all that.” 

“That’s good.” Elliot turned and gripped Marshal’s cock 
with his soapy hands. “Because | want you, too.” 

“Slowly this time.” 

“We can try.” 

But that driving animal need seemed to have retreated 
to a distant hum. In the warm light of morning, Marshal felt 


only love toward his mate, not lust. 

Love. 

The word stopped him and made him stare down at 
Elliot. How could he love a man he didn’t know? Hell. He 
realized he was in love with a man who had no memory of 
his past. If Elliot was the man on the wanted flyer, and he 
certainly looked right, how could Marshal fall in love with a 
man who robbed others at gunpoint? 

“Marshal?” 

“I love you.” 

Elliot blinked, and his mouth tumbled open. 

“I know it’s fast, but I’ve always trusted my instincts.” 

“I love you, too.” Elliot left off Marshal’s cock and 
wrapped his arms around his shoulders. 

They kissed as they rinsed, and then Marshal turned off 
the water, dried his mate, and took him back to bed where 
he made slow, sweet love to him with his mouth and hands. 

“Fill me. Please.” 

“| don’t want to hurt you.” 

“You won't.” Elliot lifted the bottle of lube and liberally 
coated Marshal’s cock. 

“Damn. Just keep doing that.” 

Elliot grinned but insisted he wanted to feel him inside 
again. 

When Marshal hesitated, Elliot eased him to his back and 
straddled his hips. Carefully, he lowered himself onto 
Marshal’s cock. Watching him for any sign of distress, 
Marshal was pleased that all he saw was bliss on Elliot’s 
expressive face. Oh so slowly, he slid down the length of 
Marshal’s prick. Even after all night locked together, the feel 
of his mate taking him within was beyond ecstasy. 

“All the way down.” Elliot tossed his head back and 
Shivered as he clenched around Marshal’s prick. Elliot was 
so hot and tight, gripping around his cock like a fist, that he 
made Marshal shiver. Rather than move, Marshal tucked his 
hands behind his head and watched as his mate found 
satisfaction against him. 


“Are you enjoying watching me?” Elliot asked. 

“Most definitely.” 

Slowly, Elliot rocked himself back and forth, riding 
Marshal’s cock with gentle seduction. Rolling his head 
forward, Elliot opened his otherworldly eyes and pinned 
Marshal. 

“You're beautiful.” Marshal lifted his hand from his head 
to cup his mate’s face. There was no way he would ever be 
able to let him go, but he couldn’t let him live a lie, either. 
Come what may, they had to confront whatever Elliot had 
done in his past so that he could embrace their future. Just 
as he opened his mouth to say all of this, Elliot lowered 
himself and kissed Marshal silent. 

Later, he vowed. He and Elliot would hash everything out 
after they made love. 

As Elliot got closer to release, he changed his back-and- 
forth slides to a circular path that rolled Marshal’s cock 
within the gripping heat of his bottom. Around and around 
until the pleasure tightened Marshal’s balls and he 
climaxed. A smile of pride lifted the edges of Elliot’s lips as 
he lowered his lube-slicked hand to his own cock. Marshal 
watched as his mate milked him dry while pleasuring 
himself. Faster his fist flew over the hard length. More and 
more, Elliot’s head tilted back until all Marshal could see 
was his throat working as he gasped for air. 

When Elliot was right on the verge of release, Marshal 
grasped his hips, pulling down as he flicked up. “Come for 
me.” 

Elliot cried out and came, splattering against Marshal’s 
belly. 

Marshal bounced him a few times until the shivers left 
Elliot and he collapsed. 

They cuddled together, showered again, and then 
decided they simply had to eat breakfast. 

“My men must be wondering what happened to me. I’m 
usually the first up.” 


“Oh, I’m pretty sure everyone on the ranch knows where 
you are and what you’ve been doing.” 

Marshal laughed. “I guess we haven’t been trying to be 
quiet.” 

“Do you think they'll be upset?” 

“Envious, maybe.” Marshal considered. “But actually, | 
think they'll be happy for me, just as | said last night. 
Relieved maybe that | have something to focus on rather 
than double-checking everything they do.” 

“Are you really that much of a control freak?” Elliot 
settled on the edge of the bed. 

“Sadly, yes.” Marshal removed a fresh pair of underpants 
from his bureau. As he pulled them on, Elliot watched, his 
gaze hungry. “But I’m determined to become a changed 
man.” 

Elliot looked down at the floor. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Do | have to stay in here again all day?” 

“No.” Marshal sat down next to him and clasped his 
hand. “I’m sorry about yesterday. Ripping your clothes off, 
terrifying you, and then leaving you in here all alone.” 

“| wasn’t terrified.” 

“No?” 

Elliot shook his head. “I was aroused.” He looked up and 
grinned. “I Knew why you were stripping me bare, and it had 
nothing to do with keeping me captive. It had everything to 
do with making me ready for when you got home.” 

“Please tell me you were willing.” Just the thought of 
making Elliot do anything against his will made Marshal’s 
stomach hurt. 

“Oh, God. Yes. | was. | promise to remind you every hour 
if you need me to.” Elliot squeezed his hand hard. “But, um, 
since you took my clothes and most of your own, just what 
am | going to wear?” 

Marshal had to laugh at himself. “Il was rather dramatic, 
wasn’t |?” 


“Very macho male.” Elliot nipped Marshal’s lower lip. “All 
aloha and proud.” 

Marshal rose and pulled on the jeans he’d worn the day 
before. “Stay here while | go retrieve our clothes.” 

Elliot sprawled back on the king-size mattress and 
cupped his hand to his cock. “lIl be waiting.” 

“Tease.” Marshal left before he leapt back on the bed and 
stayed there for the day. Hell, at this rate, they might just 
end up staying there for a solid week before they even 
began to take the edge off their desire for one another. 

Unlike the day before, Marshal bounded down the stairs 
so full of energy he probably couldn’t sit still if he tried. 
Cassidy was at the sink washing up dishes when Marshal 
came into the kitchen. 

“Well, then.” Cassidy didn’t turn around. He knew exactly 
who had entered his sanctuary, and clearly, he knew exactly 
what Marshal had been doing all night. 

“Yeah. About that.” 

“Say no more.” Cassidy lifted his soapy hands. “Sounds 
to me like whatever issues you and your prisoner had, you, 
uh, worked them out.” He paused. “I mean really, really 
worked them out. A lot. And vigorously. With a veritable 
cavalcade of verbal punctuation in the form of yips and 
growls.” 

“Damn.” Marshal felt a blush wash from his cheeks to his 
chest. “Did everyone hear?” 

“In this county, sure. As for the next county over? Maybe 
only half.” Cassidy flashed him a grin over his shoulder. “1 
have never, ever, seen you look so happy.” 

“I’m ecstatic.” 

“Really?” Cassidy returned his attention to the dishes. 
“I’ve heard rousing sex can do that to a man.” 

“| don’t think it was just sex.” 

“Well, then.” 

“Damn you, Cassidy. Is that all you’re going to say?” 
Marshal figured the men had heard him, but he hadn’t quite 
prepared himself for the ribbing he was going to be getting. 


If this was from Cassidy, who could be rather subtle, he’d 
better brace himself for the powerful pranks of Doc. 

“What do you want me to say?” 

Marshal considered. “Nothing.” Realizing that sounded 
harsh, he added, “I mean, | don’t need you to tell me 
anything. | did the right thing. | mean, | will today because | 
want this man to stay with me no matter what | have to do 
because—” Marshal cut himself off. How could he put all he 
was feeling into words? 

“Because?” Cassidy prompted. 

“Because he’s my mate.” 

Cassidy turned around so fast he flung soapy water all 
over the floor by the sink. “What? | thought he was just a— 
well, a hot and sexy stranger.” 

“I can’t explain it. He’s exactly what I’ve been looking 
for. What I’ve always wanted. What I’ve always needed.” 
Marshal shook his head and laughed. “Do | sound as crazy 
as | feel?” 

“You sound like a man falling in love.” 

Marshal left off telling Cassidy that he was already there. 
Love had snuck up and taken him prisoner with little 
resistance. Marshal wasn’t certain how that had happened, 
but he knew himself. He’d already told Elliot that he’d loved 
him. There was no going back on that declaration. Not that 
Marshal wanted to. His love for his mate was solid. 
“Remember the clothing | gave you yesterday?” 

“It’s in the laundry. | didn’t wash anything that wasn’t 
dirty. Mostly | just folded all the stuff up. Oh, but for your 
shirts on hangers.” 

“Let me guess. Those you pressed?” 

“Well, yeah,” Cassidy defended as he wiped up the water 
he’d splashed on the floor. “They were wrinkly, and | like 
you to look nice even if only the cows are going to see you.” 
Cassidy rose and dropped the rag in the sink. Very, very 
quietly, Cassidy said, “You know how I am.” 

Just as softly, Marshal said, “I do, and how you are is 
perfectly fine.” / do know you, Cassidy. You are so loving 


you’ve taken on caring for an entire ranch of men since you 
can’t find that one devoted mate you so desperately need. 
But you will. Now that I’ve found mine, | simply won't rest 
until every man who works for me has what I have. A 
companion. A partner. A lover. A mate. “You just can’t stand 
clutter.” 

“Or disorder.” Cassidy lifted plates from the rinse water 
and set them on the sideboard to dry. Marshal had tried 
repeatedly to get a dishwasher installed, but Cassidy 
refused. Doing the dishes by hand was simply part of 
running the kitchen, and he wouldn’t use the machine even 
if Marshal put it in. Since his money could be better spent 
elsewhere, he hadn’t bothered to push something on 
Cassidy that he didn’t want. “Give me a few minutes and I'll 
put together a celebratory breakfast for you and your—well, 
| guess he’s not your prisoner anymore. What did you call 
him? Your mate? God, that is so sweet. Does he have a 
name?” 

“Elliot. And thanks for the offer, Cassidy, but you don’t 
have to do that. You just finished washing up.” Marshal knew 
how much work running a kitchen and laundry for thirty-five 
men was for Cassidy. If Cassidy got to sit down during the 
day, it was only so that he could fold clothes. What made 
him even more admirable was that when he did have free 
time, he insisted on helping out with other chores. Cassidy 
was a one-man powerhouse. “I can handle tossing 
something together.” 

“I| would be honored. Really.” Cassidy dried his hands off 
then came around the table. “I’m so happy for you!” 

Before Marshal knew what was happening, Cassidy 
wrapped him up in his long, strong arms and hugged the 
breath right out of him. “Whoa!” 

“I’m sorry! Shit.” Cassidy spun away, cupping his face. “l 
know | shouldn’t be this emotional and crying like I’m some 
kind of—” 

“Hey, it’s okay.” Marshal refused to let him flounder in 
pain. Marshal wrapped Cassidy up in his arms, pulled him 


tight to his chest, then murmured into his ear, “Don’t worry 
about it. You’re just a big old softy, that’s all.” 

“I’m sorry. I’m so wimpy.” 

“Stop it.” Marshal hugged Cassidy harder. “You’re one of 
my best friends. You know me better than anyone.” 

“| suppose | do, and that’s why I’m so happy.” Cassidy 
disengaged and looked up at Marshal. “I know how lonely 
you've been. For you to finally find someone who can fill 
that place in your heart—well, hell. | think that’s just about 
the best thing to happen to you in ages.” 

“Me, too.” Marshal resisted the urge to wrap Cassidy up 
in another hug. “You gonna be okay?” 

“Yeah.” Cassidy wiped his cheeks with the back of his 
hand. “I guess there’s a part of me that’s just a wee bit 
jealous. Like I’m wondering if l'Il ever find someone.” 

“Well, Cassidy, if a mean old man like me can, then I’m 
positive you can.” 

“You're not mean.” Cassidy pulled a bunch of cookware 
from the sideboard and placed it on the stove. “You're just 
intensely focused.” He looked up. “Go on. Take the clothes 
up, get him dressed, then bring him back down so | can 
meet him.” 

Marshal picked up the items from the laundry nook just 
off the kitchen and strode upstairs. When he entered his 
bedroom, Elliot was still on the bed, on his back, toying with 
his cock. He was semihard, and when he saw Marshal, he 
crooked his finger. 

A low growl rose up from the animal inside. Hunger for 
his mate made him hard in seconds. The clothing was 
dropped where he stood in the doorway, and he was across 
the room and on top of Elliot in less than half a second. 

They kissed and toyed with one another, but it was 
Marshal who broke away first. “Cassidy is making us 
breakfast, so we’d best get you dressed.” Marshal sighed. 
“Although, | do like you this way. Still, | don’t think you’d get 
much done in a day if you were naked all the time.” 

“| don’t think you’d get much done, either.” 


Marshal retrieved the clothing and settled it on the bed. 
He took his shirts and hung them up, grinning that they 
were indeed sharply pressed. When he turned around, Elliot 
was pulling on Dooley’s trousers. 

“I wish | had something of mine to give you.” 

“Why?” Elliot pulled on the shirt, buttoned it up, and then 
tucked it in. “I don’t need anything.” 

“I know, but | want you to carry something of mine with 
you always.” 

Elliot blushed. “Your mark is buried very deep within 
me.” 

A possessive, purely alpha grin twisted Marshal’s lips 
when he thought of how many times he’d marked his mate 
last night. Never in his life had he had an experience like 
that. 

On top of the pile of laundry, clean and neatly folded, 
was the green bandana that Marshal had used to tend to 
Elliot’s wound. It was faded from use, but it would look good 
with Elliot's eyes. Marshal grabbed it and flipped it open 
then folded it in half. He then rolled it up and placed it 
around his mate’s neck. 

“Is this your mark?” 

“An external one, yes.” Marshal grinned. “Do you mind?” 

“Not at all.” Elliot brushed his fingers over the bandana. 
“I wish | had something of mine to give you.” 

“You gave me your innocence.” Marshal pulled Elliot into 
his arms. “There is no greater gift in this world.” 

“You gave me your protection.” 

Marshal held him, rubbing his chin on the top of Elliot’s 
head, hoping like hell what Elliot thought he could give him, 
Marshal actually could. 


Chapter 8 


“This is the most wonderful breakfast I’ve ever had.” 
Elliot had cleaned his plate twice and couldn’t help himself 
from eyeing the stove where the rest of the food sat. 

“Do you want more?” Marshal asked. 

“I'd better not.” Elliot grinned. “I don’t want to get fat.” 

“Have no fear,” Marshal murmured into his ear. “I'll find a 
way to exercise it all right back off of you.” 

Elliot didn’t doubt that for a second, so he rose to get 
more grub. When he settled himself at the table, Marshal’s 
cell phone rang. He stood, plucked it from his pocket, and 
answered. 

“What’s up, Jake?” Marshal listened intently then closed 
his eyes while uttering a long-suffering sigh. “Damn it.” He 
rubbed the back of his neck as if to smooth the tension 
away. “l'Il grab the camera and meet you out there.” 

“Everything okay?” Cassidy asked even though it was 
clear things were far from fine. 

“Another cow was taken down last night.” Marshal 
Slipped his phone into his pocket. “Can you show Elliot 
around while | go and tend to this?” 

“I'd be happy to.” Cassidy beamed. 

“I'll be back as soon as I can.” Marshal kissed Elliot softly 
on the top of his head then left. 

“You're not going to break his heart, are you?” Cassidy 
was doing dishes and kept his back to Elliot when he asked. 

“Me? God, no. | would never do anything to hurt 
Marshal.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“As sure as | can be with my messed-up memory.” Elliot 
wasn’t angry that Cassidy had asked. It was clear from the 
way the two men interacted they’d been friends for a long 
time. In a way, Elliot was glad that Marshal had someone 
looking out for him. 

Cassidy turned from the sink and grinned. “Good. Now 
eat up.” 


Elliot ate as Cassidy finished washing the dishes. 

“What am | going to do all day?” 

“Well,” Cassidy said, setting the dishes on the sideboard 
to dry. “What do you know how to do? Oh, wait—memory 
issues. Never mind. Would you like to help me with the 
laundry?” 

Elliot grinned. “Actually, | would.” 

Cassidy frowned a little then looked away. 

“What?” 

“I’ve just never had anyone seem so happy to do 
laundry.” 

“Well, my memory is messed up, but when | smelled the 
towels in Marshal’s bathroom, | knew they’d been hung 
outside to dry, and | liked that scent.” 

“Finally! Someone else who understands.” Cassidy’s grin 
widened. “I absolutely love the smell of line-dried cloth. 
Now, finish up your breakfast while | go and gather up more 
laundry from upstairs.” 

Elliot polished off the rest of his eggs. He rose to take his 
dishes over to the sink when a stack of random papers 
caught his eye. A sketch was on one, and he picked it up 
and blinked several times at the drawing. “What the hell?” It 
looked almost exactly like him. His heart raced as he read 
that he was wanted for armed robbery. “With—what in the 
world is an AK-47?” Elliot puzzled over the paper then 
realized there were five of the fliers tossed casually on the 
cluttered desk. Surely Marshal hadn’t seen this. If he had, 
they’d still be having a conversation about it. Unsure what it 
meant, Elliot folded the paper up and stuffed it into his 
pocket. He felt he had to do something but had no idea 
what. In the meantime, he washed his dishes. 

“Ready?” Cassidy had a wicker basket filled with blue 
jeans. 

“Yeah.” Elliot looked down. “Oh, wait. Shoes.” 

“Hmm.” Furrows deepened on Cassidy’s brow. “Ah!” He 
went to the closet off the foyer and returned with a pair of 
cheap flip-flops. “One of the guys brought these back from 


some hotel or other. | Know they aren’t much, but they'll do 
until we can get you a pair of boots.” 

Elliot slipped them on and followed Cassidy out into the 
spring morning. The sun was climbing slowly. To Elliot, it was 
a perfect blend of cool morning air set off by the feel of the 
sun on his back. 

Cassidy settled the wet clothing between them and then 
slid a hanging basket to the spot above the freshly washed 
clothes. Inside the hanging basket were dozens of wooden 
clothespins. 

“Okay, first thing, grab a pair of pants.” 

Elliot did. 

“Shake them to get the wrinkles out as best you can.” 

Mimicking Cassidy, Elliot flicked the jeans by grasping 
the waistband. Then, he turned them and made the same 
motion while grasping the cuffs. 

“Once we've done that, we hang them up.” Cassidy 
proceeded to use three pins along the back waistband of the 
jeans to attach them to the line. “Got it?” 

“Yeah.” Elliot stood back and admired his first attempt at 
hanging clothes. Or what he perceived as his first attempt. 
He certainly didn’t remember having done this before. 

“Great! Now, do that about two hundred more times.” 

“No wonder you’re in such great shape.” Elliot grabbed 
another pair and started to smooth out the wrinkles by 
Shaking the jeans violently. 

“Its a great upper body workout. l'Il have to show you 
bread kneading next.” 

They worked in silence for a while. 

“What was Marshal going to do with the camera?” 

“Oh, that.” Cassidy made a face and shook his head. 
“Damn coyotes.” 

“What?” 

“There’Ss a pack of them living up in the _ buttes 
somewhere.” Cassidy flicked his head in the general 
direction of the nearest bluffs. “Last year they took down a 


calf, but it seems this year they decided to go after a full- 
grown cow.” 

“I thought coyotes were small?” Elliot wasn’t sure how he 
had the information in his head, but he thought they were 
around twenty to thirty pounds—about the same as a 
midsize dog. 

“I guess they're small, but when there’s a pack of ten or 
more, that probably doesn’t matter so very much. Also, it’s 
not like the cow can really fight back. They don’t run very 
fast, and they don’t have any horns.” 

“Poor thing.” Elliot felt sorry for the cow, but then he 
recalled the feel of blood gushing over his teeth—his very 
sharp teeth—and how good it was to hunt, kill, and then eat. 
He wavered on his feet. 

“You okay?” Cassidy asked as he hung up another pair of 
jeans. 

“Yeah.” Elliot shook his head hard. “How many cows 
have the coyotes taken?” 

“This year? This would be the first, but before this 
incident, they went after one and did so much damage she 
had to be put down.” Cassidy’s long-winded sigh sounded 
frustrated and concerned. “It’s hard on Marshal, not for the 
money lost, but because he feels badly about not protecting 
the herd.” 

“Really?” Again, Elliot found this was further proof of 
Marshal’s protective instincts. 

“He’s very territorial.” Cassidy flipped the wrinkles out of 
another pair of pants. “Marshal feels every loss personally. 
It’s like he’s part of the land or the land is part of him. He’s 
just got his roots very deep.” 

Cassidy kept up a stream of chatter, and it was clear to 
Elliot he was thrilled to have someone to talk to. Elliot 
worried that Cassidy would grill him for answers about his 
past, but he didn’t. Feeling the sun against his back was 
soothing, and Elliot couldn’t imagine anything being as 
fulfilling as doing exactly what he was doing right now. 

“You look happy.” 


“I am, actually.” Elliot lifted up another pair of pants, 
gave them a good shake to get most of the wrinkles out, 
then hung them up to dry. “I know it might sound a little 
strange, but | could be very happy doing something like this 
for the rest of my life.” 

“Yeah, but then you'd be taking my job.” 

“Isn't there enough work for two?” 

“Maybe.” Cassidy gave him a playful glance that went 
from his feet to the top of his head. “We’ll have to see how 
you do. Are your arms getting tired yet?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Do you want to stop?” 

“No.” 

“Good man.” 

They worked in silence for a while. 

“Marshal mentioned this ranch is family land back for 
generations.” Elliot thought of the flyer folded up and tucked 
into the front pocket of his borrowed pants. If he didn’t say 
something, that information could blindside Marshal and 
Cause irreparable damage to a man who had only been kind 
to him. 

“Oh, yeah. | think it goes back about four or five. A long, 
long time, at any rate.” Cassidy looked toward the far end of 
the valley and frowned. 

Elliot followed his gaze and saw a plume of dust rising 
into the air. As he watched, the rooster tail seemed to be 
fanning back and out, which meant the vehicle was coming 
their way. 

“Marshal?” Elliot asked. 

“Not at that speed.” Cassidy shook his head and tossed 
the jeans that were in his hand back into the basket. “Get 
into the house, Elliot. Go up to Marshal’s room and stay 
there.” 

“What? Why?” 

“Just do what | say.” Cassidy flipped his fingers at Elliot, 
and in that instant, he knew that Cassidy knew about the 
flyer. 


Rather than confront him, Elliot ran for the house. He 
took the stairs two at a time. Once he was in Marshal’s 
room, he tucked himself under the bed. His heart was 
pounding so hard he felt his borrowed shirt fluttering. When 
Elliot heard boots clicking their way down the hall, he 
clenched his eyes so tightly together he squeezed out a 
tear. When those same footfalls entered the bedroom and 
came right up to the edge of the bed Elliot was hiding 
under, he almost passed out from fear. 


Chapter 9 


Marshal couldn’t believe the horror of what the coyotes 
had done. They’d taken the cow down and literally ripped 
her apart. Hardly anything was left. 

“They ate the hide right off of her.” Jake, resident lawyer 
and wrangler, shook his head hard. Sunlight glittered 
through his high-octane-espresso-brown hair and glinted 
from his gaze. Since Jake never wore a hat or sunglasses, he 
had a pleasantly weathered face. When he was all decked 
out in his thousand-dollar suits, he looked amazing and yet 
totally approachable. Right now, though, he looked utterly 
put upon. “This is only going to get worse. Now that they 
know they can get fed a lot with little effort, we’re in some 
serious trouble.” 

“Have some men—” 

“I’ve already put men on moving the herd away from this 
part of the bluffs.” Jake cast a glance at the foothills. “But 
coyotes are crafty. They'll go wherever the herd goes.” 

“We need more men on watch at night.” 

“You're not blaming—” 

“Of course I’m not blaming the men. Trust me, | know 
they were keeping a good watch.” While | was busy laying 
claim to my mate. Marshal knew himself far better than 
most men did. He recognized he would be punishing himself 
all day for not having been out here keeping an eye on 
things himself. Intellectually, he knew that wouldn’t have 
solved anything, but that damn perfectionist part of him 
thought he could have prevented another loss. 

“And don’t blame yourself, either.” Jake patted Marshal’s 
shoulder. “Shit happens.” 

“Yeah. | just think—” 

“Thinking won’t fix this, either, Marshal. We've got to 
take action.” 

“Stop cutting me off, Jake.” Marshal grimaced. 

“Sorry. | just know how you are and how that brain of 
yours works. You think if you had been on duty last night 


you could have prevented this. You couldn’t. Had you been 
over here, they would have just taken a cow down 
somewhere else.” 

“I know.” Marshal shook off the voice that nagged at him 
in his head. That snarky tone was the remnant of his long- 
dead father, the man that no one, no how, could please. Not 
a soul in all of creation could place more demands upon him 
than his father had. Once the man was gone, his life 
truncated in the blink of an eye by a car wreck, Marshal’s 
relief had been short lived, because his father’s demanding 
tone had taken up residence in Marshal’s head and kept 
right on haranguing him no matter what he did. It was that 
voice that prompted him to double-check everything his 
men did and berate himself for any failure. Someday, 
Marshal would have an exorcism and finally rid himself of his 
father’s demands for perfection. 

“Not everything that happens on this land is your fault.” 
Jake kept his voice very low and soothing. Jake had come to 
the ranch five years after Marshal had taken the reins from 
his father. With five years under their belts, they were about 
as close as two guys could be. “Don’t let your dad continue 
to beat you up from beyond the grave.” 

“Easier said than done.” Marshal tilted his hat up and 
scratched at his forehead. “We have to find a way to handle 
the situation on our own without using deadly force.” 
Marshal had been kicking the issue around in his head, but 
so far he hadn’t come up with any solutions. What was so 
frustrating was that he didn’t want to hurt the coyotes. In 
some crazy way, he identified with them. Moreover, he was 
the interloper here, not them. Long before his ancestors had 
claimed this land, the coyotes were here. Marshal wanted to 
find a way to live in peace with them, but that was looking 
ever more unlikely. 

“Also easier said than done.” 

Paw prints were all around what was left of the cow’s 
carcass. Marshal took several photographs of the bovine 
remains and the paw prints. 


“Damn. Did they eat the ear tag?” 

“If they did, we can track them.” 

Together, Marshal and Jake scanned the area then fanned 
out. 

“Here it is.” Back behind some scrub bushes, what was 
known as rabbitbrush, Jake pointed to what was left of the 
head. 

Marshal dutifully took a picture then retrieved the tag. 
He did all of this for his accountant, Vance, so at the end of 
the year they could deduct the loss on their taxes, but that 
didn’t concern Marshal nearly as much as protecting the 
herd did. 

“This has got to stop.” Jake kicked a divot into the rich 
red earth with the toe of his boot. “The cattle are getting 
spooked and running until they’re exhausted. They’re 
getting so skittish that they freak out when they see the 
men coming.” 

“I’ve called Wildlife Services repeatedly, but they want 
the local sheriff's okay in the matter, and Judd Kingsley is 
mysteriously absent when they call and refuses to return 
their calls.” Marshal tipped his hat up and scratched at his 
forehead. Every time he got stressed, he’d get a little itchy 
patch right along where his hatband rested. “We can’t take 
matters into our own hands.” Marshal considered. “Well, we 
can, but then we’d be in need of your lawyerly services.” 

“I’d rather not have to defend you on that.” 

They were quiet for a while, each looking around at the 
damage done. Marshal had a pretty good idea that Jake was 
thinking of filing a complaint against the sheriff’s office for 
deliberately blocking their access to help, but Marshal knew 
that would be a waste of time. Worse, doing that would only 
add fuel to the fire in Kingsley’s belly. What was so sad was 
that the bad blood between them had started over a simple 
issue that Kingsley had blown out of all proportion. Marshal 
thought it was personal until he realized that Kingsley pretty 
much fought with everyone. Marshal couldn’t recall a single 
person in all of Scorpion County who spoke highly of the 


man. Even his wife and kids didn’t like him. His wife was still 
making a home for him, but the kids, all five of them, had 
bailed as soon as they’d been legally able to do so. Far as 
Marshal knew, not a one of them visited him. Marshal only 
knew all of this because it was a small county and people 
did tend to talk a lot about other people’s business since 
there wasn’t much else to talk about. 

Jake sighed as he looked at the paw prints. “Seems to me 
we could maybe follow them and get a good idea of where 
the pack is at. Knowledge is power, as they say. And 
knowing where they bunk down during the day would help 
when eventually Wildlife Services gets out here.” 

“Do that. And take at least three other men with you. | 
sure as hell don’t want you confronting that pack alone, 
Jake.” 

“Hey, | just want to find them, not tangle with them.” 
Jake pulled out his cell and put out a call. None of his men 
carried guns, but all of them had cell phones. When Jake had 
signed up at the local cell carrier, the woman had laughed 
when he said he needed thirty-five phones all for one billing 
address. Once he explained, she’d presented him with a 
business plan that ended up saving him a small fortune. 
Sometimes, life in a small town had stellar benefits. 

After a series of calls, Jake had four men on their way out 
to the far end of the valley. 

“Since I’ve got you here.” Marshal retrieved the flyer 
from his pocket. “What do you make of this?” 

“He’s a bad man?” Jake shrugged. “I’m not sure what 
you're asking me, here, Marshal.” 

“This man?” Marshal pointed to the sketch. “Is here on 
the ranch.” 

Jake looked around as if the man were literally right there 
with them. 

“I mean, he’s back at the main house.” 

“And what is he doing there?” Jake lifted one eyebrow 
inquisitively. 

“He’s—well—uh.” 


r 


“Ah. He’s the one you were making all that noise with 
last night.” A thoroughly wicked grin transformed Jake’s face 
from cute to devilishly handsome. 

“You heard us?” Either he and Elliot had been 
exceptionally loud, or Jake had remarkably good hearing. 
Perhaps both. 

“I’m pretty sure everyone in the county heard you two.” 
Jake handed the flyer back. “But if he’s the man on that 
wanted flyer, you got some serious trouble.” 

“But | don’t know that it’s him, exactly.” Something in 
Marshal’s gut refused to believe Elliot was a wanted felon. 
He just didn’t seem the type at all. Picturing him holding a 
gun, any gun, was almost comical. 

“A man who uses an AK-47 to get his way isn’t a man to 
mess with.” Jake toed the ground. “So | suggest you find out 
exactly who he is and do it fast.” 

“How would | find out?” 

“Ask him.” 

“His memory is shot.” 

Jake gave Marshal a dubious frown, so he explained how 
he’d found Elliot the day before and that try as he might to 
leave him alone he hadn’t been able to. “And last night, it 
was beyond me to stop. | had to...” 

“Have him?” Jake supplied. 

“Claim him.” Marshal sighed hard. “I know how crazy 
that sounds, but that’s what was pushing me toward him. 
He’s my mate. | simply don’t have any other way of 
describing him or what possessed me.” Marshal left off 
telling Jake about the swelling at the base of his penis and 
how he’d been locked into Elliot all night. In the bright light 
of day, it seemed less real to Marshal and more a crazy 
dream. Doubly crazy as Elliot had shared the same dream 
with him. 

“You had this yesterday before you laid claim to the 
man?” Jake asked, waving the flyer. 

“Yeah.” 


“Either you're really horny or something paranormal did 
push you toward him.” Jake handed back the flyer. “You’ve 
always been the most down-to-earth and stable man I’ve 
ever known. This isn’t like you at all.” 

“Don’t | know it.” Marshal folded the flyer back up and 
Slipped it into his front pocket. “But there was just 
something about him. Something drawing me, and— 
anyway, it is what it is.” 

“Take him into town and get this squared away. If you 
don’t, it’s going to keep eating at you. That’s not going to be 
good for you or the ranch.” Jake’s phone rang, and he 
answered without looking at the caller ID. “Jake Tanner.” He 
listened. “I’m unaware of that.” 

Marshal was gearing up to go, but Jake’s hand on his arm 
stopped him. 

“I’m sure there must be some mistake.” Jake covered the 
phone and then whispered to Marshal, “Guess who’s on the 
ranch looking for your mystery man?” 

Marshal mouthed, Kingsley? 

Jake nodded. 

Adrenalin poured into Marshal’s system. Fight or flight 
had him primed for a brawl in under two seconds. No one 
was going to mess with his mate, especially not a 
homophobic asshole. 

“Where is he?” Marshal asked, keeping his voice down. 

Jake listened for a moment, covered the phone, then 
whispered, “He’s just come across the cattle guard at the 
top of the valley. | heard the tires thuwumping over the 
grate.” 

Damn but the man had good ears. Across the only road 
in or out of the valley was a series of metal bars that 
Spanned the roadway. Cattle couldn’t cross the guard, but 
cars could. When vehicles passed over the grate, they made 
a distinctive sound. 

“Well, if you think that’s proper.” Jake yanked the phone 
away from his ear. Kingsley was bellowing at the top of his 
voice about no one having the right to tell him what was 


proper or not. “Excuse me, but if you would calm down—” 
This, of course, put Kingsley into the stratosphere. 

As he continued to rant and rave, Marshal and Jake got 
into the pickup and headed for the house. Jake left his horse 
tied off, because he knew other men were coming out. They 
would lead the horse back with them. Jake kept the sheriff 
on the phone so they could keep tabs on where he was at. 
Marshal had never driven so fast in his life. How Kingsley 
found out Elliot was on his ranch was a mystery, and it really 
didn’t matter. He knew. That was that. All Marshal could do 
was have him ready to go when Kingsley and his men 
arrived at the house. Marshal wanted to beat them there so 
he could prepare Elliot. Just the thought of him being taken 
into custody with no clear idea of what was going on 
enraged Marshal. To have anyone terrify his mate was 
unforgivable. As his adrenalin built, he realized he was 
gritting his teeth and uttering a very low-pitched growl, like 
an animal ready to pounce. 

“Call Alex,” Jake whispered to Marshal. “Have him lead 
the cattle across the road. That will slow him down 
considerably.” 

Marshal did just that. Alex laughed and said he’d be 
happy to slow down that worthless windbag. It wouldn’t gain 
them a lot of time, but anything they could get right now 
was a blessing. Time seemed to be running so slow Marshal 
swore it was going backward. It seemed to take forever to 
get back to the main house. When he did, he and Jake ran 
for the door. 

Cassidy was in the kitchen kneading dough. “You? You 
two were—” Cassidy cut himself off when he saw the phone 
in Jake’s hand. Rather than speak, Cassidy pointed up and 
mouthed, He’s in your bedroom. As impressed as he was 
that all his men seemed to be working together to protect 
his mate, Marshal was astonished, too. They instinctively 
knew that he needed their help, and they all rallied around 
to protect him. Just as he would do for them. 


Marshal took the stairs two at a time. He rushed to the 
end of the hall, flung open the door, but didn’t see Elliot 
anywhere. He strode over to the bathroom, but he wasn’t 
there. 

“Elliot?” Marshal whispered. 

A low, terrified whimper came from under the bed. 
Crouching down, Marshal lifted up the bedcovers and 
peered into the dark. What he saw caused him to shuffle 
back on the balls of his feet. Under his bed was a coyote. 


Chapter 10 


Elliot had never been so afraid. As the footfalls came 
toward him, his fight-or-flight instinct kicked in so hard he 
could barely keep breathing. What really scared him wasn’t 
being found, not so much, but the notion that he would get 
Marshal in trouble. That terrified him. All Marshal had done 
was show him kindness and care. In payback, Elliot was 
going to ruin the poor man’s life. 

What made him positively crazy was that he had no idea 
what he’d done. If the flyer was to be believed, he’d spent 
the last three years robbing innocent people at gunpoint. 
Elliot had no memory of any of it. If he had in fact done 
those terrible things, he was genuinely sorry. He must have 
had a reason. Or maybe he was a truly evil man, and he’d 
done it all for the sheer love of money. When Elliot thought 
of himself, he didn’t seem particularly greedy. Would a man 
driven by riches be so enchanted with the idea of clothes 
drying on a line in the bright sunshine? He shook his head. It 
just didn’t seem likely. A greedy man would want only the 
finest things in life. All Elliot had ever wanted was a place to 
belong. A place where he felt loved, safe, and protected. 

As the _ bootfalls went toward the bathroom, he 
considered sliding out from under the bed and running down 
the stairs and out of the house. But where to after that? As 
Marshal had brought him here yesterday, it seemed the 
valley floor was relatively level and mostly cultivated. One 
could see for great distances. Elliot, even as short as he 
was, would stick out. Besides, how far would he get in his 
thin flip-flops? Not very. 

When the boots banged against the floor and came over 
to the bed, Elliot felt his fear become so acute he wanted to 
simply vanish in a puff of smoke. As if to taunt him, his body 
Shivered and shook, and then the most excruciating pain 
made him almost cry out, but instead, he whimpered. 

And there, at the side of the bed, peering under to where 
Elliot was hiding, was Marshal. His relief was so great he let 


out a call of joy. How odd that it sounded like a yip. 
Marshal’s eyes went wide, and he shuffled back on the balls 
of his feet. Elliot tried to follow him, but he couldn’t get a 
decent purchase on the hardwood floor, not with his...paws. 

What the holy hell? 

Elliot thought he was dreaming, but try as he might, he 
couldn’t wake up. In his struggle to talk to Marshal, to warn 
him about the flyer, he realized all he was doing was 
whimpering pitifully. 

“Elliot?” Rather than back away as most sane people 
would, Marshal came closer. “My God, you’re a coyote.” 

Elliot stopped struggling and glanced down at his paws, 
wondering how Marshal knew it was him. 

“I know it’s you, because you’re still wearing the green 
bandana.” 

They exchanged glances. Marshal seemed as surprised 
as Elliot did that he was obviously able to sense Elliot’s 
thoughts. 

Marshal extended his hand, letting Elliot sniff him, which 
he did. Scents exploded across his awareness. Elliot was 
able to smell everything that Marshal had touched in the 
last few hours. Everything from the breakfast he’d eaten, to 
the toothpaste he’d used, to the smell of his own human 
Skin when Marshal had pulled him close for a hug—Elliot 
could smell all of that and more on Marshal’s hand. 

Since Elliot couldn’t speak, he licked Marshal’s fingers. 

“That tickles.” Marshal looked over his shoulder toward 
the bedroom door. He rose and walked away. Elliot heard 
him close the door, then his footfalls returned and he was 
back, peering under the bed. “Maybe now how you ended 
up in my field is a little clearer.” 

Elliot thought about last night, but he didn’t seem to 
recall any more details with his animal brain than he did 
with his human brain. 

“Come on out from under there. I’m not going to hurt 
you.” Marshal looked terribly sad as he helped Elliot slide 
out from under the bed. When he came out, he dragged the 


clothing he’d been wearing right along with him. Elliot was 
so happy to see Marshal he was compelled to jump up on 
him and try to lick his face. Rather than push him away, 
Marshal chuckled and said, “Aw, | missed you, too. Damn if 
you aren’t a cutie. Your fur is dark brown but tipped with 
blond.” 

Elliot practically purred when Marshal stroked his big 
hands over his fur. He calmed appreciably when Marshal 
rubbed him behind his ears. 

“This explains a lot.” Marshal suddenly frowned. 

Since he was unable to speak, Elliot tilted his head, just 
like canines did when they heard a curious sound. 

“Damn if you aren’t just about the most charming thing 
I’ve ever seen.” Marshal settled on the edge of the bed and 
then patted the area next to him. Elliot jumped up and sat 
next to him. “I think you must have shifted night before last, 
and that’s how you got into the field. It still doesn’t explain 
your head injury, but at least now | know why there weren’t 
any tire tracks or horseshoe prints.” 

Still unable to answer, Elliot thumped his tail on the bed. 

“We've got to get you out of here.” 

Elliot whined. 

“Whoa. No, no.” Marshal wrapped his arm around him, 
hugging him sideways. “Remember me telling you about a 
homophobic asshole named Kingsley?” 

Elliot nodded. 

“He’s on his way here looking for you.” 

Closing his eyes, Elliot let out a low whimper. He knew 
why the lawman was looking for him. He jumped off the bed, 
pulled his pants up with his teeth, and shook them until the 
flyer fell out. Using his paw, he pushed it toward Marshal. 

“Į feel like I’m in a Lassie movie and you’re trying to tell 
me Timmy fell down the well.” 

Even though it felt very odd, Elliot smiled at him. Marshal 
chuckled and grinned back. Elliot pushed the flyer just a bit 
closer. 


Frowning curiously, Marshal picked up the paper, 
unfolded it, and then let out a low and very soft, “Oh, Elliot.” 

Elliot hung his head, ashamed. In all his life, he’d never 
felt as awful as he did at this moment. He didn’t have to 
have all his memory ducks in a row to realize this feeling of 
remorse was the worst he’d ever had. Disappointing Marshal 
was the most horrible thing he’d ever done. He loved him, 
and all he wanted was to build a life with him, but he’d 
thrown away his future by living an evil past. About the only 
good thing he could think of in this situation was that 
transforming himself into a coyote meant he couldn’t be 
dragged off to jail. And then his blood turned to ice. With all 
the problems Marshal had had with coyotes taking down his 
cattle, he might end up in a far worse place. Weren’t wild 
animals that were known to harm livestock killed? 

“The fact that you would give this to me shows me 
exactly what kind of a man you are.” 

Elliot lifted his shaggy head. 

“Your current state notwithstanding.” Marshal set Elliot’s 
flyer aside. From his front pocket he pulled out a folded 
piece of paper and opened it, showing it to Elliot. “Il knew 
yesterday. Kingsley came out and handed me this.” 

Elliot's eyes widened. Marshal had known before he 
claimed him last night? 

“I knew yesterday, and | still wanted you.” Marshal 
pushed both flyers aside. “We're going to get this sorted 
out. Okay?” 

Knowing that Marshal knew and still wanted him, that he 
was here now because he wanted to protect him, was so 
empowering that Elliot wanted to jump into Marshal’s arms. 
Elliot felt relief wash through his body, and then he realized 
he had hands rather than paws. 

In his hurry to get into Marshal’s embrace, he 
inadvertently stumbled over his clothing, tripping and 
Sliding against Marshal. But Marshal didn’t care. He was 
there with his arms open, and then they were wrapped 
around Elliot’s body, pulling him close. 


“PIL do everything | can. We'll get through this. | 
promise.” Marshal lifted Elliot’s chin and kissed him. “No 
matter what happens, | believe in you.” 

Elliot felt tears threatening, but he pushed them away. 
He would be strong for Marshal. That was what he needed 
now. No man was going to get behind a simpering whiner. 
So Elliot nodded sharply. Around his neck, he felt the 
bandana. Apparently, no matter what he was, he was bound 
and determined to keep Marshal’s mark on him. 

“Come on. Let’s get you dressed. Kingsley’s on his way, 
and | don’t want this to be a bigger mess than it already is.” 

“I’m so sorry.” 

“It’s not your fault.” 

“I honestly don’t remember doing anything like what that 
paper says | did.” Every time Elliot thought on it, he drew a 
total blank. 

“I believe you.” Marshal exerted gentle pressure until 
Elliot looked up at him. “We're going to get through this. I’m 
not leaving you.” 

Elliot leaned up until their lips pressed. After a lingering 
smooch, he pulled back. “And at some point, we’re going to 
have to talk about me turning into a coyote.” 

“Yeah.” Marshal nodded his head in agreement. “I’m still 
sitting here not quite believing that.” 

“When you found me, did | have any blood on me?” 

“You mean out in the field?” 

“Yeah.” Elliot worried that he’d been out doing what it 
seemed coyotes did. 

“No.” Marshal considered for a moment. “Oh, Elliot. | 
don’t think you went after any of my cows. You were by 
yourself.” 

“Maybe the rest of the pack left me out there.” That 
thought seemed to mesh with his other thoughts of not 
quite ever fitting in anywhere. Well, not until he got here. 
Marshal’s ranch was the first place where he felt he 
belonged. It seemed utterly unfair that after finally finding a 
place to call home he was going to be forcefully taken away. 


” 


Marshal opened his mouth, but he was interrupted by a 
knock at the door. 

Elliot squeaked in panic as he tried to retrieve his 
clothing. 

Marshal was on his feet, using his bigger body to block 
Elliot protectively. “Yes?” 

“It’s me. Jake. Can | come in?” 

“Just a moment.” Marshal turned just as Elliot was pulling 
his borrowed jeans back on. “Jake is a wrangler, but he’s 
also a lawyer. He’s going to help you navigate the system.” 
He leaned over, grabbed the shirt, and handed the garment 
to Elliot. “No matter what happens, | want you to know that | 
love you.” 

For such a large and powerful man, Marshal was 
remarkably open about his emotions. In that moment, Elliot 
realized that Marshal loved deeply and fearlessly. He loved 
all the men on his ranch, but not in quite the same way he 
loved his mate. Elliot would do just about anything to have 
this situation over and dealt with as quickly as possible. 

Leaning up to get a quick kiss, Elliot pulled back and 
whispered, “I love you, too.” 

Marshal offered him a soft smile. “Go on now, finish 
getting dressed. | don’t want to share you that way with 
anyone.” 

Once Elliot had the shirt on and buttoned, Marshal 
allowed Jake to come in. Jake was just a bit shorter than 
Marshal, but still plenty tall and big. He had short brown hair 
and intensely attentive brown eyes. Elliot felt that if he ever 
lied to Jake, he would know it in a heartbeat. Not that he had 
any intention of lying. He couldn’t really make up stories if 
he didn’t remember anything. 

Marshal made introductions, and Jake extended his large, 
tanned hand. His grip was firm but not overly tight. It was a 
handshake that left Elliot feeling confident about Jake’s 
ability. He was a powerful man who knew exactly what he 
wanted and how to get there. Picturing him in a court of law 
gave Elliot an even greater feeling of confidence. There was 


an aura of integrity and passion around Jake. It didn’t seem 
to be something Jake cultivated so much as it was simply an 
intrinsic part of him. 

“Kingsley is close. He’s got one of his men with him, and 
they intend to arrest Elliot.” 

“Is there anything we can do to stop them?” Marshal 
pulled Elliot to his side and wrapped his arm protectively 
around him. 

“We're better off claiming this is voluntary. We'll tell 
them we were on our way to turn him in to get this mess 
sorted out. Just because Elliot looks like the sketch doesn’t 
mean it’s him, but we didn’t want any worries all the same.” 

“It’s true. That’s exactly what | was going to do.” Marshal 
frowned and scratched at his forehead. “I swear | don’t 
know how the hell that worthless windbag found out Elliot 
was here. There’s no way that moron did some actual police 
work since the only work he does is get his ass in that 
enormous SUV of his. How he found Elliot is a total mystery. 
More than that, it’s totally unbelievable.” 

There was a cough at the door, and all three men turned 
to find Doc standing in the doorway. “I think | know how 
they found out.” Doc flashed Elliot a most hangdog 
expression. “I went to town yesterday for supplies, and | 
might have mentioned finding a man in the hay. | guess 
word got around Scorpion.” 

Marshal’s arm around Elliot’s shoulder tightened. 

“It’s okay,” Elliot said. “You didn’t mean any harm.” 

“| certainly didn’t. But the fact that | brought that 
douchebag down on you two just makes me feel lower than 
cow shit.” 

“Don’t beat yourself up over it,” Marshal said. 

“Because you're going to do it for me?” Doc asked. 

“I’m not going to hit you.” Marshal’s tense arm relaxed. 
“I know you didn’t do it on purpose.” He chuckled lightly. 
“You can’t help the fact that you’re a gossip and general 
troublemaker.” 

“True enough.” Doc nodded. “What are we going to do?” 


“We're going to turn Elliot over.” 

Doc’s brows climbed. 

“What?” Marshal demanded harshly. “You think maybe | 
should duke it out with the law?” 

“No, no.” Doc lifted his large hands defensively. “I know 
that’s the right thing to do.” 

“Sorry.” Marshal kissed the top of Elliot’s head. “I’m just 
angry and frustrated because | don’t want that sick, 
homophobic bastard anywhere near my mate.” 

Doc’s brows climbed even higher. 

“What?” This time, Marshal softened his tone a bit, but 
his attitude was still slightly hostile. 

“Nothing.” Doc’s voice was almost singsong. 

“Quiet, you.” 

“I didn’t say anything.” Again, Doc lifted his hands. 

“There’s a novel situation,” Jake quipped. “Doc with 
nothing to say. Call the Scorpion Sentinel. I’m sure they’d be 
astounded at the news.” 

His snarky tone of voice caused Elliot to giggle. When 
Marshal gave him a look, Elliot defended, “What? He’s 
funny. Besides, he’s just jealous that he doesn’t have a 
mate.” 

“Guys?” Cassidy asked, poking his curly mop-top head 
into the room. “Your guests are coming up the long drive.” 

“Let’s head downstairs. | don’t want that jackass in my 
house. We'll meet them on the porch.” 

All of them trouped down the stairs and out onto the 
covered porch. The morning was just starting to get warm 
enough to take the moisture out of the air. The only sounds 
were a few clucking chickens and the low sound of the SUV’s 
big engine. As the police vehicle came closer, the low 
rumbling grew louder. And then Elliot realized that what he 
was hearing wasn’t the oncoming car, but Marshal. 

“You're growling.” When Elliot looked at him, he also 
realized Marshal’s upper lip was twitching into a snarl. 

“| can’t help it. | don’t want him to take you, but | also 
realize there isn’t anything I can do.” 


“It’s going to be okay. It will all work out.” Elliot hoped by 
repeating that about a million times he’d make it come true. 
He didn’t want to be hurt, and he sure as hell didn’t want to 
hurt Marshal. But clearly, if he were giving himself over 
voluntarily, then there shouldn’t be any problems. 

The SUV yanked to a stop facing the porch, but since the 
windshield was shiny enough to reflect the sky, Elliot 
couldn’t see inside. His hold on Marshal tightened. The 
driver’s side window rolled down, and then from a bullhorn a 
nasal voice said, “Put your hands in the air.” 

“Get a grip, Kingsley.” Marshal gave Elliot a squeeze. 
“We're turning him over voluntarily. There’s no need—” 

“This is a felony arrest. Put your hands in the air now!” 
The driver’s side door opened, and then a gun appeared 
between the door and the body of the vehicle. 


Chapter 11 


Marshal’s heart rate went so high so fast he was 
convinced his heart would just shoot right out of his chest. 
That Kingsley would draw a gun on his land was bad 
enough, but that he would dare to point that gun at 
Marshal’s mate was intolerable. Never, not in a million 
years, would Marshal ever forgive the man for the fear he 
instilled in Elliot. Against his side, Elliot shook so badly he 
would have fallen if not for Marshal’s support. 

Tentatively, Elliot lifted his hands. 

“Step down off the porch.” Given that they were less 
than twenty feet apart, there was simply no reason to use 
the bullhorn. But Kingsley did because it surely made him 
feel like a big man. Now he had the voice to go with his 
bullying swagger. 

When Elliot lowered his hands, Kingsley screamed, 
“Hands up!” Elliot lifted them up so high he pulled his 
Shirttails out of his jeans. The jeans that he’d borrowed from 
Dooley were too big, and they started to slide down Elliot’s 
Slim hips. 

At that moment, Marshal vowed that someday, in some 
way, he was going to make Kingsley pay for this ridiculous 
charade. 

Swallowing hard, Elliot took the first step off the porch 
and almost fell down, but he continued until he was 
standing in the gravel that surrounded the house. He looked 
so impossibly small contrasted against the front of the huge 
vehicle. Rather than shut the engine off, Kingsley had left it 
on. The Ford chugged hungrily, almost bestially, as it faced 
Marshal’s mate. 

“Face down on the ground with your hands on your 
head.” 

“God damn it, Kingsley, he’ll get a face full of rocks.” Bad 
enough he had to take his mate away, but he certainly 
didn’t need to degrade him, too. 


“Shut up, Marshal! Had you kept your queer hands to 
yourself, none of this would be happening. All this is your 
fault.” 

Elliot shook his head. “None of this is his fault.” 

“Shut the fuck up, you piece of shit!” The gun in the 
narrow V of the car door and body trembled. “Face down on 
the fucking ground or l'Il just shoot you.” 

Kingsley was still inside the vehicle and so, presumably, 
was the other officer he’d brought with him. Marshal 
couldn’t tell since he couldn’t see inside the SUV. But what 
struck him was that Kingsley was genuinely afraid. He had 
to be with how that big gun shook in his hand. By the way 
his grip was trembling, the man was terrified. Marshal could 
almost smell his fear on the wind. It was bitter, acrid, and 
laced with genuine hatred. 

Rather than let his mate suffer unnecessarily, Marshal 
removed his shirt. 

“What the fuck do you—” 

Marshal stepped off the porch and laid his shirt down 
against the gravel. 

“Step away from him! Get away from the felon right 
now!” 

Marshal ignored him. He pulled Elliot’s jeans up a bit, and 
then he helped Elliot down before stepping away. It wasn’t 
much, but at least he’d prevented Elliot from exposing his 
butt or having sharp rocks directly against his beautiful face. 

“Hands on the back of your head!” 

Elliot did as instructed. 

Once he was situated, the passenger-side door opened, 
and Billy Dornan stepped out. Marshal felt the smallest bit of 
relief infuse his tense body. Billy was about the same height 
and weight as Elliot, but his hair was jet black, and his eyes 
were so dark they seemed about the same color as his hair. 
Billy’s sharp features were softened by the compassion on 
his face. He didn’t want to be here doing this, but he 
obviously had no choice. It wasn’t like he could tell his boss 


to piss off. Well, he could, but then he wouldn’t have a job. 
Decent wages were tough to come by in Scorpion County. 

“Go on, Billy. Truss the faggot up!” 

Billy winced. Marshal wasn’t certain if he cringed from 
the nasty slur or the fact that Kingsley was still using the 
bullhorn to bellow his commands. When Billy’s expressive 
eyes met Marshal’s, he realized it was both. Billy frowned 
and shook his head ever so slightly while rolling his eyes, 
like he, too, couldn’t believe the way Kingsley was behaving. 
Marshal still didn’t want them taking Elliot away, but he 
trusted Billy Dornan a hell of a lot more than he trusted 
Kingsley. 

With obvious reluctance, Billy approached Elliot. He 
extracted a pair of handcuffs from one of the pouches on his 
thick, black belt then crouched down, settling one knee in 
the gravel. “I’m going to cuff your right—” 

“Don’t fucking tell him, just fucking do it!” 

Billy recoiled and grit his teeth to hold his tongue. Very 
Slowly and deliberately, Billy spoke again. It was clear from 
the cadence of his voice that if Kingsley interrupted him 
again, Billy was going to keep repeating his information until 
he got it out. “I’m going to cuff your right wrist, bring it 
down, and then cuff the left.” Billy did this gently, since it 
was clear to him and anyone with half a brain that Elliot 
wasn’t resisting in any way. Once he had him trussed up, 
Kingsley stepped out of the SUV and waddled over to them 
with his gun still drawn. 

“You can put that away now,” Marshal said, dropping his 
gaze to Kingsley’s weapon. “He’s not resisting, and no one is 
armed.” 

Ignoring him, Kingsley kept a firm grip on his gun. “This 
is going to look so good for me.” Kingsley beamed at 
Marshal. “And so bad for you.” He tsked lightly several 
times. “Imagine that. Good old Marshal Roberts shacking up 
with a wanted felon. | imagine what little good reputation 
you enjoy is gonna go right down the tubes when word of 
this gets around.” 


Marshal didn’t know he hada reputation since he rarely 
went into town and when he did it was to conduct specific 
business for the ranch. He didn’t linger, and he didn’t hurry. 
He was always pleasant with everyone. Well, everyone but 
for Kingsley. What was so sad was that all the bad blood 
between them started because of Kingsley’s own pettiness. 

During his very first week on the job, Kingsley managed 
to alienate half the town, Marshal included. Marshal was on 
his way out of Scorpion and back to Rough River Ranch 
when he’d seen red and blue lights flashing behind him. 
After dutifully pulling over to the side of the road, Kingsley 
had waddled up to the driver’s side window and bellowed at 
him to pull into the nearest parking lot. As Kingsley went 
back to the enormous SUV, he called Marshal a dumbass 
faggot loud enough for Marshal and anyone within half a 
block to hear him clearly. The routine stop only went 
downhill from there. 

Apparently, Marshal’s truck had a faulty taillight. 
Somewhere along the line there was a short, so the light 
would intermittently go dead. It wasn’t a big deal, and 
Marshal was happy to get it fixed just as soon as he could 
find a hand with the unique skill set of wrangler and 
mechanic. But that wasn’t good enough for Kingsley. Rather 
than write a fix-it ticket, he proceeded to rant and rail at 
Marshal for over an hour then ticket him for driving an 
unsafe vehicle. Kinsley returned to his truck to get his 
camera to document the infraction, but when he returned, 
he stood at the back end of Marshal’s truck for a good five 
minutes. Kingsley ordered Marshal to turn the truck off, then 
on, then demanded he pull forward, stop, and so on. 
Apparently, the light had come back on, and Kingsley was 
livid he couldn’t write the ticket he’d planned on. 
Reluctantly, he’d had to let Marshal go, but he’d never 
gotten over how Marshal had supposedly duped him. “l 
know you did something, and one of these days you're 
gonna get in the trouble you deserve.” 


All this animosity had started over a bogus moving 
violation. Through the years, Kingsley had continued to look 
for ways to hassle Marshal, but that was tough to do to a 
man who rarely left his own land. Frustrated, Kingsley had 
taken it upon himself to get involved in making sure the 
ranch was run humanely, which it was. Marshal cared about 
his cattle. He didn’t abuse them or allow any of his 
employees to harm them, either. When that failed to provide 
Kingsley with ammunition, he went after Marshal’s 
employees. But like Marshal himself, most of his men lived 
on the ranch full time and rarely went into town. It seemed 
that now Kingsley had something to hold against Marshal, 
he was going to squeeze the blood out of the situation for all 
it was worth. 

All of this shot through Marshal’s mind in an instant as 
Kingsley stood waiting for an answer. When Marshal refused 
to play, Kingsley frowned then turned his attention onto 
Elliot. Using his boot, Kingsley nudged Elliot. “Roll over, 
boy.” 

Marshal’s hackles rose. Kingsley’s tone was the 
authoritative tone of a man addressing his ill-mannered dog. 

Billy crouched down and cupped Elliot’s shoulder as if to 
help him roll over, but Kingsley snarled, “Get the fuck away 
from him. What are you, another goddamn queerbate?” 

With a loud sigh, Billy looked up at Kingsley. “According 
to the—” 

“Don’t quote the fucking rules at me.” Kingsley toed 
Elliot again, digging the silver-tipped toe of his boot into 
Elliot’s upper arm. “Roll over, boy. Let’s get a look at your 
cocksucking face.” 

Elliot tried to roll over, but he couldn’t seem to get 
enough momentum, not when he was shaking like a leaf 
and had his hands bound behind his back. Marshal wanted 
to stomp over and beat the shit out of Kingsley for 
tormenting Elliot for no other reason than he could, but he 
held his place. He was afraid if he got near the man he 


would start hitting and not be able to stop until the bully 
was a bloody mess. 

“This is utterly inappropriate,” Jake said. “And you know 
it, Kingsley.” 

Marshal, Doc, Cassidy, and Jake all stayed on the porch, 
but it was obvious to Marshal they all felt the same urge to 
pound Kingsley that he did. When Marshal looked at Jake, he 
realized he was standing kind of awkwardly with his hand 
cupped. By looking closely, Marshal discovered that Jake 
was recording the entire event with a digital camcorder that 
was no bigger than the palm of his hand. Marshal would 
have hugged him if he could. Finally, he would have proof of 
Kingsley’s bullying and bigotry. 

“Shut your mouth, counselor.” Kingsley finally holstered 
his weapon, which dropped a few notches off Marshal’s 
tension. “You don’t have a dog in this fight.” 

“He’s my client.” 

“Is that so?” Kingsley tipped his hat back and grinned. 
“How'd he pay ya? Blow jobs?” 

Jake didn’t rise to the bait. All the while, the video 
recorder in his hand kept going. 

Kingsley didn’t nudge Elliot this time. Instead, he pulled 
back his foot and kicked him. 

Several things happened simultaneously. Elliot cried out, 
Billy leaned protectively over Elliot in an attempt to roll him 
away from Kingsley’s boot, and Marshal’s fury pushed every 
button in his body all at once. His heart sped up. His vision 
narrowed until all he could see was Kingsley’s bloated face. 
And then he felt himself compressing as he catapulted off 
the porch and knocked Kingsley flat on his back. The officer 
landed with an earthshaking thump and exhaled a breath 
laced with coffee, doughnuts, a cheeseburger, and fries. 

Marshal lowered his face as close to Kingsley’s as he 
could and then let out a tremendous growl. He shook his 
head, flinging spittle all over Kingsley’s terrified face. 
Marshal had intended on giving the man a verbal bashing 
while beating the shit out of him, but all that emerged from 


his body was an animalistic growl of anger. When Marshal 
lifted his arm to deliver the first blow, he realized there 
wasn’t a fist at the end but a paw. Just like Elliot, Marshal 
had transformed into a coyote. Or at least that was what he 
thought he was. Sure felt that way. 

Kingsley’s eyes rolled up into the back of his head. The 
smell of urine filled the air, and Marshal realized Kingsley 
had wet himself when he passed out. 

Good. That’s exactly what you deserve, you fucking 
asshole. 

“Holy mother of God!” 

Marshal whipped his head to the side and saw the 
queerest expression on Billy’s face. His eyes and mouth 
were equally rounded from what appeared to be shock. 

“Don’t kill him, Marshal. Please don’t. You’ll only make 
this worse.” As awkward as it was, Elliot was trying to look 
up at Marshal. “Please, just let him go.” 

Marshal kept his position on top of Kingsley. No one 
moved. 

“Marshal?” 

He looked up at Billy Dornan. 

“Is that really you?” 

Marshal nodded. 

“Please get off him. | don’t like him any more than you 
do, but killing him isn’t the way to solve this.” Billy placed 
his hand lightly over his gun. “I really don’t want to defend 
him, but | kinda have to.” 

Marshal understood. As much as he wanted to sink his 
fangs into Kingsley’s neck and take a big chunk out of him 
and spit it into the driveway, he also knew that was a sure 
way to start a big mess on his land that would never go 
away. As much as he loved his mate and wanted to protect 
him, this wasn’t the way to do it. 

Reluctantly, Marshal got off Kingsley. 

With Billy’s help, Elliot managed to get to his feet. “God, 
you're really beautiful. You’re all black and your eyes are the 
most intense shade of turquoise.” 


Marshal grinned, which felt strangely natural despite his 
changed facial shape. But the world was colored differently 
with his canine eyes. He saw colors, but they were muted. 
And then he realized he couldn’t see red or green. The 
bandana around Elliot’s neck was dark gray. However, his 
field of vision was substantially wider. Even though he was 
facing Elliot and Billy, Marshal was still able to keep Jake, 
Cassidy, and Doc in his peripheral vision with ease. With his 
human eyes, he didn’t think he’d be able to see them off to 
the side. 

Just as he was getting used to seeing the world with his 
new eyes, the angle of his vision narrowed, and the colors 
around him became more vivid. 

“Ow!” Marshal realized he was kneeling naked in the 
gravel. He got to his feet and goose-stepped over to the 
porch where he proceeded to get dressed. When he looked 
up, everyone was staring at him. “What?” 

“Did that just happen?” Cassidy asked. “I mean, you all 
saw it, too, right? I’m not like the only one here going crazy, 
right? Right?” 

“Calm down.” Doc looked at Marshal then at Elliot. “You 
didn’t bat an eye at him changing. Why is that?” 

Rather than answer, Elliot shrugged helplessly and 
turned his gaze to Marshal. 

“| don’t know why I—” But that was a lie, because he did 
know why he’d shifted. Kingsley had been hurting his mate, 
and the beast in him had come screaming forth to protect 
him. 

“I’m going to get you situated in the back of the vehicle. 
Okay?” Billy kept one hand on the cuffs around Elliot’s wrists 
and the other hovered over his gun. Marshal noticed that 
Billy had unfastened the snap that kept his weapon secure 
in the holster. 

“I’m not going to attack you, Billy.” Marshal sat down on 
the edge of the porch and pulled his boots back on. “I know 
he needs to go down to the station, but he didn’t need to be 
kicked in order to accomplish that goal.” 


“I’m not going to hurt him.” Billy kept his voice low and 
calm, but his hand didn’t stray from the potential protection 
of his gun. “I just want to do my job.” When Billy struggled 
to get Elliot into the back of the SUV, Marshal’s offer to help 
was flatly rejected. “Please don’t move from the porch.” 

Marshal drew a calming breath and let it out. Considering 
the circumstances, it wasn’t any surprise to him that Billy 
was a little leery of accepting his help. Not every day did a 
man turn into a coyote in front of him. Marshal looked to the 
other men on the porch. They were casting him surreptitious 
glances, almost as if they couldn’t quite believe what they’d 
seen. Marshal didn’t explain, because he really couldn’t. He 
had no idea why he and Elliot could change. Maybe that 
curious connection he’d always felt with the coyotes despite 
their damage to his herd went far deeper than he realized. 

Once Billy had Elliot secured in the back of the vehicle, 
he returned to where Kingsley was lying in the gravel. A 
huge wet spot had spread from his fly to his waistband and 
down to cover a good portion of his hips and lap. Marshal 
felt not one ounce of sympathy for the man. 

Billy stood over Kingsley for a moment. His hand was still 
close to his weapon. Marshal wondered what the hell he was 
going to do. And then, without warning, Billy pulled back his 
leg and kicked Kingsley in the upper arm as hard as he 
could. He grinned. Billy looked up and right into Marshal’s 
eyes. “We need to concoct a damn good story, or all of us 
are going to be in serious trouble.” 


Chapter 12 


“Fucking coyotes out in the middle of the goddamned 
day!” Kingsley shook his head as he piloted the truck down 
the state highway. There was a faint urine cloud clinging to 
him, but he’d rolled down the window a bit to prevent the 
vehicle from filling with the stench of ammonia and 
something oddly sweet. Elliot wasn’t an expert, but with 
that peculiar maple syrup stench to his pee, the man should 
probably see his doctor. 

“You got off a shot.” Billy was filling out some type of 
paperwork via a laptop computer. He had asked Elliot 
several questions, but since his memory was compromised, 
Elliot couldn’t tell him much of anything. For all he knew, 
Elliot wasn’t even his real first name. 

“Did | nail the bastard?” 

“| don’t think so.” Billy kept his gaze on the computer 
screen as he continued to enter information. “But you might 
have winged him.” 

While Kingsley lay on the ground passed out from his 
fear, Billy had undone his holster, removed his weapon, put 
it into Kingsley’s hand, then helped him fire it across the 
yard and into the dirt. He then dropped the gun near his 
splayed body. Afterward, Billy had laughed about how much 
paperwork would be involved. Discharging a sidearm for any 
reason required a ton of forms to be filled out. And Kingsley 
wouldn’t be able to pass the work off on a subordinate. 
Moreover, Billy got the extreme joy of putting into his 
personal report the fact that Kingsley had wet himself. 

They had all agreed on the story that a coyote had come 
upon the men and jumped on Kingsley, knocking him out 
after he’d taken a shot. By making the man the hero, they 
neatly avoided a lot of questions and Kingsley got to feel 
like a big man, something his ego clearly needed. 

Elliot’s upper arm still hurt from where Kingsley had 
kicked him. As he sat in the backseat of the SUV, he noticed 
that Kingsley kept absently rubbing his upper arm where 


Billy had kicked him. Rather than let any emotion show on 
his face, Elliot kept his expression neutral, but inside he 
grinned. Deputy Billy Dornan wasn’t anything like his boss. 
As complicated and terrifying as the situation was, Elliot 
actually trusted Billy to be fair, honest, and above all, 
courteous. 

When Marshal had asked Billy about why he’d kicked 
Kingsley, Billy had sighed and said he was damned sick and 
tired of hearing all of the homophobic slurs. The absolute 
worst thing was having to listen to Kingsley use the word 
gay aS an adjective to describe situations or events in 
negative terms. It was juvenile and totally against 
regulations, but since Kingsley’s immediate supervisor was 
a panel of appointees up in the state capital, it wasn’t likely 
he was ever going to be reprimanded. Most of the deputies 
working for him were relatives of Kingsley’s who behaved 
the same way he did. Billy was essentially the lone outsider 
in the department. 

Elliot wondered if Billy was gay or if he just had a very 
strong moral compass. Either way, it didn’t much matter to 
Elliot. All he wanted was to find out the truth about his past 
and do whatever he could to set things right. 

“You know, ain’t nobody gonna buy your amnesia act, 
boy. Not by a long shot.” 

“It's not an act.” 

“Shut up, faggot.” 

Elliot sighed and turned his face to the right. Out the 
window he saw a river that was dark with reddish-brown silt. 
As they came to sharp curves in the road, there was often a 
corresponding rapid in the river. 

“What’s the name of this river?” 

“It’s the Colorado river.” 

“What the fuck, Billy? He’s a goddamn felon, and you’re 
treating him like we’re on a sightseeing tour.” 

Calmly, without taking his eyes off the laptop, Billy 
asked, “What is the harm in telling him the name of the 
river?” 


“Ain’t no harm. It’s just queer.” Through the rearview 
mirror, Elliot saw a twisted little grin spread across 
Kingsley’s lips. “Ah, I get it.” 

“And what’s that?” Billy lifted his gaze and peered at 
Kingsley, but the expression on his face said that he already 
knew what was coming. It was as if this was a party and 
Billy and Kingsley had danced the same dance multiple 
times. 

“You got an eye for him.” 

Billy didn’t react in any way. He calmly asked, “For 
whom?” 

Rather than state that he was talking about Elliot, 
Kingsley decided to attack. “God, you big-city fag with your 
fancy words. Whom? Really? Who the fuck talks like that? | 
mean, besides you and all the other shit drillers.” Kingsley 
sniffed hard through his nose, which created a horribly 
grotesque sound, then rolled the window down and spit a 
glob of mucus out. Without a doubt it was the grossest thing 
Elliot had ever seen anyone do. 

Billy didn’t bother to pick up the thread of the 
conversation, so they rode in silence the rest of the way. The 
road they followed paralleled the river until they turned left 
and headed into the little town of Scorpion. Elliot only knew 
this because he was reading the roadway signs. The two- 
lane blacktop that led into town was well maintained. Once 
they were into the heart of the town, Elliot was able to get a 
good look at the place. He was hoping he would see 
something that would spark some memories. 

On either side of the street there were motels, 
restaurants, a bar, a pawn shop, a bric-a-brac shop, a 
bookstore, and several buildings that were boarded up. 
Some of the places were totally decked out with newer 
fixtures and freshly painted facades while others were more 
weathered and still others that were in dismal shape. But it 
was Clear to Elliot that Scorpion was primarily a tourist town. 
It had to be, what with the great numbers of hotels. Still, 
nothing jogged his memory. 


“What’s the main tourist draw—” 

“Shut the fuck up. He’s not answering anymore 
questions.” Kingsley turned off Main Street and went down 
Center. There was a large stone building with 
“COURTHOUSE” carved into the arch above the double 
entrance doors. Rather than pull up to the front, Kingsley 
went around to the side. Several police cars were parked in 
the small parking lot. Unlike the vehicle they rode in, these 
were city patrol cars, not county. Still, Elliot didn’t have to be 
a genius to realize Kingsley was trying to slip in the back. 
Elliot was pretty sure he wanted to change his trousers 
before making his big splash with his wanted fugitive. 
However, that hope was dashed as soon as he stopped the 
SUV. Several officers in uniform poured out of the lone door. 
They surrounded the truck. 

“What the fuck?” Kingsley looked over at Billy then down 
at the laptop. “You e-mailed them, you asshole?” 

“What?” Billy asked innocently. “I thought we should 
have backup when we transport the prisoner.” Billy gave 
Kingsley an earnest expression. “Isn't that proper 
procedure?” 

“Do you have your jacket?” 

“No. Why?” Again, Billy flashed him the big eyes of a 
man who had no clue what was bothering his superior. Elliot 
wanted to laugh, but he knew if he did it would just 
precipitate another barrage of homophobic slurs, so he sat 
quietly in the back clenching his teeth not to grin. 

“Fuck.” Kingsley looked around the front seat of the 
vehicle then into the backseat. Clearly, there wasn’t 
anything he could use to cover up his shame. 

“Are we going to get out?” Billy asked, his hand resting 
on the door handle. 

“Just cool your jets.” Kingsley’s hand settled on the cup 
holder. He picked up the soda cup there and proceeded to 
make a big show of dumping the thing into his lap. The cup 
was empty, but it wasn’t a bad ploy. Eventually, Kingsley 


stepped from the vehicle, swiping at his pants and bitching 
about crappy cups with ill-fitting lids. 

Billy exited the front then came to the door next to Elliot. 
He opened it and then unfastened Elliot’s seat belt. Placing 
his hand on the top of Elliot’s head, Billy guided him out of 
the vehicle. 

“I’m going to escort you into the station.” Billy paused 
and looked over at Kingsley, who had his mouth open as if 
he was going to blather about him telling Elliot what he was 
going to do rather than just doing it, but Kingsley realized 
they had quite an audience around them and closed his 
mouth. “Once you’ve been processed, you'll be able to 
make your phone call.” 

“Thank you.” Elliot nodded. He wouldn’t be calling 
anyone. Just as they’d discussed, Marshal and Jake would be 
there soon. Elliot had hoped to catch a glimpse of them on 
the winding river road, but he hadn’t seen any cars behind 
them. Then again, Kingsley had turned the red and blue 
lights on, so it was unlikely anyone would have gotten close. 

As Elliot allowed himself to be escorted into the side of 
the building, he had a terrible thought. What if Marshal was 
too late? What if something happened and in his zeal, 
Kingsley shot him? Elliot’s heart pounded, and his hands 
grew sweaty. He swallowed hard, but the lump in his throat 
refused to go down. In fact, it seemed to grow. When Elliot 
realized he was whimpering a low, miserable call, he tried to 
get a handle on himself, but he couldn’t seem to lessen his 
instinctual fear. Claustrophobia tightened the handcuffs and 
seemed to make them grow ever thicker until they spread 
from his wrists to his arms, to his shoulders, then ultimately, 
around his neck. If he didn’t get a grip, Elliot was afraid he 
was going to shift, and doing that around a group of men 
and women carrying guns would get him shot for sure. 


Chapter 13 


“So you're a part-time coyote?” Jake kept his tone light 
as he navigated the river road. 

“Apparently.” Marshal wasn’t too sure what had 
happened. 

“This does put a whole new spin on our coyote problem.” 

Marshal hadn’t thought about that. 

“Now that one of the coyotes has attacked a member of 
the local law during the day, | imagine we're going to get 
our assistance from Wildlife Services.” 

“Hell.” That was all Marshal needed. He’d done all he 
could to get some much-needed help out to his ranch, and 
Kingsley had blocked him at every turn. Now that he 
realized he was one of the very creatures he’d been 
struggling with, Marshal had a whole new perspective on the 
issue. “All | know was | couldn’t let that bastard hurt my 
mate.” 

“He’s lucky you didn’t eat his face right off his head.” 
Jake had traded in his boots and jeans for one of his 
thousand-dollar suits. This one was a navy blue so dark it 
was almost black. The crisp white shirt he’d pulled on 
complemented his tanned face, and the gold tie echoed the 
sun-burnished highlights in his brown hair. “But that’s just 
the tip of the iceberg when it comes to new problems for the 
ranch.” 

Marshal sighed and adjusted his blazer. It was blah- 
brown tweed and looked okay with his faded jeans and 
boots, but someday he'd really like to have an actual suit for 
occasions when he needed one. Not that he had a great 
need for one. Just right now he wanted to look totally 
respectable. 

“You look fine.” 

“Do I?” Marshal asked with a soft chuckle. “I always feel 
like I’m playing dress up when | wear this thing.” Rarely did 
Marshal have to dress more formally. He’d had the woolen 
blazer for over a decade. It didn’t fit as good as it used to 


and didn’t seem to make him look polished. Frankly, he 
looked like he was pretending to be an adult. 

“Well, if you’d stop fidgeting, you’d probably look better.” 
Jake flashed him a quick grin then turned his attention back 
out the windshield of the Honda Civic. “And don’t worry. You 
don’t have to look fancy. That’s what your lawyer is for.” 

“You do look damn good.” 

“Thank you.” Jake’s grin slowly faded. “Are you sure—” 

“I’m sure.” 

“You didn’t let me finish.” 

“I’ve known you a long time. You were about to ask me if 
| was sure that Elliot is innocent. | am.” 

“No, | was going to ask if you’re sure you want to get 
involved in this. It could get expensive.” 

Marshal tried to remember what was in the bank. It 
wasn’t much. Even if Jake took Elliot’s case pro bono, there 
were still a lot of expenses that would add up to a small 
fortune. But Marshal didn’t want to think about that right 
now, so he asked, “You’re not worried about his innocence?” 

“A good lawyer never cares about that.” Jake shook his 
head side to side. “My job is to defend my client to the best 
of my ability.” 

“Wait a second.” Marshal’s anger rose. “Are you telling 
me that you think he actually did this?” 

“No. I’m saying that as his attorney it simply doesn’t 
matter to me whether he did or not. I’m not going to ask 
him. But there is one thing that might be an issue.” 

“And that is?” 

“He has to tell me the truth. | can’t defend him if | don’t 
know what’s going to come up. Criminal law isn’t my 
specialty, but | can navigate him through the system until 
we find him a top-notch lawyer.” Jake sighed and ran his 
hand through his hair, brushing the long locks off his 
forehead. “The problem is with his memory loss. Elliot—if 
that’s even his real name—isn’t going to be able to help in 
his defense since he doesn’t actually know where he’s been 
or what he’s done.” 


Marshal saw the problem now from Jake’s point of view. 
Rather than rush in and try to fix things himself, which is 
how Marshal generally handled situations, he knew this was 
one place where he was better on the sidelines. “What can | 
do to help?” 

“Nothing. | just wanted you to understand that this is 
going to be an uphill battle.” 

“You also wanted to remind me | couldn’t fix everything.” 

“Yeah, | suppose.” Jake flashed him a curious frown. 
“Normally, you’d be grilling me left and right, demanding to 
know my strategy—everything. Suddenly, you’re different.” 

“I think Elliot has helped me realize that | can’t 
micromanage everything.” Marshal sighed. “I mean | can, 
but I’m only going to exhaust myself and annoy everyone 
else.” 

“Wow.” Jake grinned. “If this is the change a mate can 
bring, | want one of my own.” 

“Oh, don’t worry. You'll get yours.” Marshal grinned and 
uttered a booming laugh. But honestly, he thought that was 
when he had finally seen himself the clearest—when he’d 
looked at himself through someone else’s eyes. Friends 
couldn’t give him the same insight as a lover and mate 
could. They simply couldn’t penetrate his soul that deeply. 

“Someday my mate will come.” Jake flipped on his turn 
signal then slowed the Civic to a stop. “But | wonder if l'Il 
gain the ability to shift.” 

Marshal shrugged. “Who knows? I’m not sure if | can 
even do that again. | mean, for all we know, it was just a 
group hallucination.” Except Marshal knew that wasn’t true. 
He’d seen Elliot shifted into his beast form, and he had a 
damn strong feeling that now that he’d shifted they could 
probably do so together. A slow smile lifted the edges of his 
mouth. How would it be to mount his mate in that form? 

“Did you notice anything strange about yourself after 
you, uh, became human again?” 

Marshal took stock of how his body felt to him. He did 
seem to feel better. Almost like he’d taken the power nap of 


the century. “I feel refreshed.” 

“You grew your foreskin back.” 

It took a full thirty seconds for Jake’s statement to 
penetrate Marshal’s brain. “I what?” 

“Yeah.” Jake drove the car under the speed limit down 
Main Street. The last thing they needed was another hassle 
with the local law. “Not that | was standing there checking 
out your dick, but, | mean, you were standing there naked, 
and | couldn’t help but notice.” 

Marshal’s eyes went big. Without a second thought, he 
undid his jeans and took a gander down into his boxers. 
“Holy shit.” Sure enough, his cock now had a turtleneck. 
Tentatively, he reached down and stroked his fingers over 
the tip. Sensations exploded across his body. “Oh, man. I’m 
going to have to relearn self-control.” 

“Want to share with the class?” 

“You've had your look, pervert.” 

Jake tossed back his head and laughed. “I meant your 
self-control comment.” 

“Ah. It’s very sensitive.” 

“I’m envious.” Jake turned off Main onto Center. “I’ve 
always wanted to be intact.” 

“Well, apparently when you’re a coyote you can reclaim 
what was lost.” 

“Yep. | think you got more, too. You seem to have 
obtained a very even allover tan.” 

“Damn, Jake. What did you do while | was standing there 
stark naked, take inventory?” 

“Hey, I’m a lawyer. | can’t help it if I’m observant.” 

“And for that matter, how did you know | was 
circumcised before?” 

“I’ve seen your willy on numerous occasions on the 
ranch. You’re not all that timid about whipping it out and 
taking a leak.” 

Marshal realized that spending all his time around 
animals and men had made him rather indifferent to 
personal privacy issues. “Sorry about that.” 


“Doesn’t bother me.” 

“Obviously, since you like to look.” Marshal was only 
kidding, but Jake nodded enthusiastically. 

“There’s nothing wrong with looking. It’s touching that 
generally gets you into trouble.” 

“Isn't that the truth.” But Marshal knew that wouldn’t be 
a problem for him anymore. Not now that he had Elliot. At 
that precise moment, the idea that he might never be able 
to touch Elliot again struck him. 

“Take a deep breath.” 

How Jake knew, Marshal couldn’t even fathom a guess, 
but he took his advice and drew a deep breath. 

“We'll sort this out, okay? Trust me. I’m a lawyer.” 

Despite his sudden fear, Marshal nodded. If anyone could 
help Elliot, Jake was that man. “I do trust you. You know 
that, right?” 

“| do.” Jake pulled up into one of the parallel parking 
slots in front of the courthouse. He shut the car off but 
didn’t get out. 

“What?” 

“Button up.” 

“Shit.” Marshal hastily adjusted himself and buttoned up 
his jeans. 

“Now, before we go in, | want you to take one of these.” 
Jake extracted a bottle of pills from his jacket pocket and 
handed it over. 

Marshal read the bottle. “What the hell is alprazolam?” 

“It’s an antianxiety medication. Take one.” 

“Why? | don’t need drugs to deal with this, Jake.” 

Jake took the bottle from Marshal’s hand. Deliberately, 
he twisted the cap off and popped one of the pills into 
Marshal’s palm. “If you get juiced up again like you did at 
the ranch, what do you think will happen?” 

It didn’t take long for Marshal to realize what Jake was 
worried about. Even though he was reluctant, he popped the 
pill in his mouth and dry swallowed it. 


“We can’t take the risk of you shifting in the courthouse. 
Right now | don’t imagine you've got a handle on what does 
and doesn’t make you shift. Is that a fair statement?” 

“It is.” 

“I think keeping you calm is a priority since it was clearly 
rage that forced your transformation earlier.” 

Just remembering the brutal way that Kingsley had 
kicked at Elliot surged fresh adrenaline into his system. 

“Deep breath. Think of puppies.” 

“Puppies?” 

“They always calm me down. It’s hard to be furious when 
you're imagining a barrel full of wriggly, potbellied puppies.” 

Marshal found the image made him grin. 

“See?” Jake patted his thigh. “Always trust your lawyer.” 

“Oh, God. What about Elliot?” Marshal explained how 
when Elliot had been afraid while hiding under the bed he’d 
shifted into coyote form. 

“Let’s just hope he can keep cool until | can get him 
alone and give him one of these.” Jake shook the pill bottle 
and then slipped it back into his jacket pocket. “Now. Look 
at me.” 

Marshal peered into eyes that were as vivid and intense 
as high-octane espresso and just about the same color. 

“We are going to go in, see what they have, and try to 
get Elliot out on bond.” 

Marshal nodded. 

“But if | am unable to do that, we are going to walk out of 
there with our heads calm, cool, and collected.” 

Marshal’s confidence wavered, and he found himself 
wanting to toss a thousand questions at Jake. But he also 
knew that would do nothing but aggravate his own sense of 
helplessness and possibly throw Jake off his game. So 
Marshal sucked it up and dealt with his personality quirk by 
recognizing what he wanted to do in regards to what was 
best to do. When he put Elliot’s needs first, his path was 
clear. 

“I trust you.” 


“Thank you.” Jake slipped off his seat belt and slid out of 
the car. “Let’s go help your mate.” 

Marshal wasn’t so sure about some little white pill being 
able to calm him down and allow him to focus on something 
other than his anxiety, but as they approached the 
Sweeping courthouse steps, he felt calmness come over 
him. It wasn’t a deadening of his emotions, or even a 
blunting of them, but more a shift in his emotional priority. 
He was able to recognize his alpha impulses yet corral them. 
Right now he needed to be calm, cool, and collected—just 
like Jake had suggested. His mate needed strength. If 
Marshal had strode in angry and frustrated that would have 
only heightened those feelings in Elliot. By remaining 
composed and focused, Marshal was ready to slay whatever 
dragons stood between them. 


Chapter 14 


Sensing that Marshal was near surged a wash of calm 
through Elliot’s body. Tension evaporated from his shoulders 
and neck, allowing him to stand tall but not tense. Once 
he’d come inside the building, he’d been taken through a 
series of hallways to an open room with several desks. From 
the two different emblems on the walls, he realized the city 
of Scorpion and the county of Scorpion had combined their 
law enforcement departments into one. 

Since Kingsley had his piss-stained trousers to deal with 
—and from the murmured conversations around them it 
seemed no one believed he’d spilled a drink in his lap—Billy 
was left to process Elliot through the system. He couldn’t 
have been more relieved. Elliot didn’t think Kingsley would 
be able to control himself even in the hallowed halls of the 
courthouse, but he knew Billy would treat him respectfully. 

Each time Deputy Dornan did something, he explained 
what it was, the purpose, and answered any questions that 
Elliot had. 

“Since you're suffering from amnesia, we're going to see 
if your fingerprints match what we have for the Four Corners 
Bandit.” 

Elliot swallowed hard and nodded. “How long will it take 
to find out?” More than any of the officers around him, Elliot 
wanted to know exactly what kind of man he was. It 
mattered not just to him personally, but Elliot wanted to be 
the best mate he could be for Marshal. That was going to be 
extremely difficult to do if he were behind bars. 

“Well, I’m not an expert, but | should be able to tell—” 

“It’s him. There’s no doubt about that.” Kingsley had put 
on fresh trousers, but they were obviously his backup pair as 
they were about two sizes too small. He looked like a tube of 
toothpaste being squeezed from the center. “He matches 
the sketch on the flyer. The FBI will be here soon enough, 
and they can deal with him and the buttloads of 
paperwork.” 


Billy Dornan calmly assessed Kingsley then started 
again. “I’m not an expert, but | should be able to tell in a 
matter of minutes.” 

Rather than cut him off again, Kingsley went over to the 
door that led into the room filled with desks. Unlike a regular 
door, this one only came up halfway, and then there was a 
little counter. This way, people were able to talk with those 
in the department without coming inside the big room. 
Considering there were weapons stored along the far wall, 
Elliot could easily understand why they’d designed the door 
that way and why no one had offered to remove his 
handcuffs. 

“Oh, my God! Elliot!” 

Elliot turned toward the excited voice. 

“They found you!” On the other side of the half door 
there stood a tall, slender man with a bald head. Whoever 
he was, he was darkly sunburned everywhere except where 
his sunglasses, which were now propped on the top of his 
head, had ridden across the bridge of his nose. “We’ve been 
worried sick and—why are you in cuffs?” 

“You know me?” Hope surged in Elliot’s chest. 

“Shut the hell up!” Kingsley bellowed at Elliot then 
turned to the man at the door. “Who the fuck are you?” 

Obviously taken aback by the roared demand, the bald 
man startled away from Kingsley’s snarling face but then 
leaned forward. “I’m Banner Williams Junior.” 

Billy let out a low whistle. 

“What does that mean?” Elliot asked. 

“Banner Williams Junior is the son of our governor, 
Banner Williams Senior.” 

Something about that rang a very quiet bell in the far 
reaches of Elliot’s mind. 

“Doesn’t give you the right to come waltzing in here and 
start yacking with a wanted felon.” Kingsley could have 
quietly let the matter drop, but he just couldn’t seem to help 
himself. Antagonizing everyone around him seemed to be 
his only way of relating to others. 


Banner’s pale green eyes widened. Since his glasses had 
protected the skin around his eyes, the whiteness 
contrasted sharply against the rest of his darkened face, 
making his eyes seem enormous. “Elliot James is a wanted 
felon?” Banner laughed. “In what universe?” 

Billy’s gaze leapt to Elliot’s. “You're Elliot James? The 
Elliot James?” 

Another very distant bell rang in Elliot’s mind, but he 
shrugged. “I don’t know. Who is Elliot James?” 

Leaning close, Billy whispered, “That would make you the 
son of the president of the United States.” 

Elliot’s mouth dropped open so far so fast he couldn’t 
believe it didn’t just tumble off his face. 

“No way is he the kid of that—of the president.” 
Whatever slur Kingsley was going to bestow on the 
president, he abruptly reeled in. “If he was, he would have 
secret service agents practically up his ass.” 

“He did,” Banner said, grinning at Elliot as if they shared 
a private joke. “But like me, he’s gotten very adept at 
slipping past them.” It was then that Banner’s eyes 
narrowed. “I still don’t understand what you’re doing here in 
handcuffs.” 

“I lost my memory.” 

“Ah. That would explain it.” Banner frowned. “Don’t you 
remember coming down here at all?” 

“No. | don’t remember anything before | woke up—” /n 
the field near my mate. Everything came rushing back so 
fast Elliot felt as if he were watching a movie at Supersonic 
speed. He and Banner had gone skiing. That was why 
Banner’s face was colored the way it was. They’d had a 
great time on the slopes and were coming back down into 
the Salt Lake Valley via I-80 when they decided to take a 
detour and head south to Arches. 

As soon as Elliot had seen the billboard with the sky-high 
picture of Delicate Arch, he’d had to see it live. Banner, who 
was always up for just about anything, said why the hell not, 
and then they were off. Their contingent of bodyguards had 


no choice but to follow them. Four hours later, they were in 
Arches National Park. 

“We were in the middle of the park when Elliot got 
nauseous. | pulled over, he got out, and promptly 
disappeared.” 

Elliot remembered getting out of Banner’s SUV and 
staggering to the side of the road. The sun had just set and 
was pulling all the light out of the sky when something 
reached right down into Elliot’s soul and yanked so hard he 
fell down, hitting the back of his head on a rock, which 
knocked him senseless. When he got up, he was no longer 
human, and all he knew was a primal urge to find his mate. 
On the wind, he’d been able to sniff tantalizing bits of 
Marshal’s scent, and those minute particles had compelled 
him to travel ever onward, unceasingly, for the next two 
days. The drive to get to Marshal had consumed Elliot. 
Hunger, thirst, all the most basic needs of his body were 
ignored in his quest. Forty-eight hours of being trapped in 
his canine form because he couldn’t revert back to his 
human self until he was near his mate. He’d moved over 
rough terrain until his paws ached and his eyes were filled 
with grit. And then he’d come to the river. He was on the 
wrong side. He had to get across the only way he could and 
that was by swimming. Elliot remembered the rush of 
adrenaline when he thought he was going to drown. That 
had pushed him to keep paddling until he’d finally made it 
to the far side. He’d paralleled the road all the way up to the 
turnoff that took him down into the valley of Marshal’s 
ranch. 

As soon as Elliot had gotten as close as he could, where 
he simply could not take one more step, he’d collapsed, 
exhausted, and fallen into the deepest sleep of his life. 
When he woke, he couldn’t remember anything. Until now. 
As it all rushed back to him, he fought off tears. He’d almost 
died to get to Marshal. If Marshal hadn’t come upon him in 
the field...but then Elliot realized that the same instinct that 


had pushed him to seek out Marshal had probably pushed 
Marshal toward him. 

There was no escaping destiny for either one of them. 

But Elliot couldn’t tell Banner, or anyone, really, other 
than Marshal, what he’d remembered. And then, Elliot 
realized he’d gone from the frying pan into the fire. He was 
relieved he wasn’t a wanted felon, but the fact that he was 
the lone son of the president of the United States was even 
more restrictive. Now that he’d been discovered, Elliot was 
going to be taken back to Washington whether he wanted to 
go or not. 


Chapter 15 


Marshal and Jake had been sitting on the hard wooden 
benches in the lobby for three hours. Jake had been 
dismissed with nothing more than being told his services 
were no longer needed, because Elliot wasn’t being charged 
with a crime. Marshal’s joy at that announcement was short 
lived, because he’d assumed that meant Elliot was free to 
go. He wasn’t. And not a soul would tell him why. 

Cooling his heels in the lobby had only spiked fresh 
annoyance and pushed at the most-primitive part of his 
brain. Not knowing if his mate was safe was going to result 
in him doing whatever he could to find out. If not for the 
calming medication in his system, Marshal would have 
shifted and chewed his way through all the people in the 
courthouse to get to Elliot. As it was, he stayed where he 
was and watched with helpless concern as another 
contingent of men in black suits crossed the lobby of the 
courthouse and entered the back area where the sheriff's 
office was located along with the city police department. If 
he didn’t know better, Marshal would start wondering that 
Elliot was truly not of this world, what with all the men in 
black heading his way. 

“Okay, here.” Jake slipped Marshal another little white 
pill. “You’re practically vibrating from those low growls 
you're making.” 

Marshal considered the pill but didn’t take it, because he 
worried that he would be too relaxed to save Elliot if such a 
miraculous opportunity presented itself. “What’s going on?” 

“| don’t know. | can’t seem to get anyone—” 

Billy Dornan was headed right for them, and since he 
was wearing civilian clothes, it was obvious he was no 
longer on duty. As he got close, both Jake and Marshal rose. 

“They haven’t told you anything?” Billy frowned and did 
that same roll of the eyes with a little shake of the head 
exactly like he’d done on the ranch. 


“No.” Marshal tried to keep the desperate tone out of his 
voice. “Is Elliot okay? All they told Jake was that he wasn’t 
being arrested.” 

Billy looked back over his shoulder, almost like he 
expected Kingsley to come out and start yelling at him. “His 
name is Elliot James.” 

“His memory came back?” Marshal’s anger was firmly 
displaced by his happiness for Elliot and his guess that 
allowing him to choose his own name turned out to be the 
correct one. 

“Not exactly. A friend of his showed up and revealed that 
he’s the object of one of the biggest manhunts since the 
Lindbergh baby.” 

“What? | thought that he wasn’t being arrested.” 

“He’s not being arrested, but he’s also not free to go.” 

“What the hell does that mean?” 

“Oh. God.” Jake’s head came forward, his eyes went 
wide, and his voice dropped to the hushed tones of a man in 
a confessional. “Elliot James. The son of the president?” 

Billy nodded. 

Oh, that Elliot James. Marshal sat down so abruptly his 
teeth clicked together. He’d claimed the son of the man in 
the highest office in all the US of A. Marshal couldn’t believe 
he wasn’t being grilled six ways to Sunday. But then again, if 
Elliot had regained his memory, he probably had the good 
sense not to mention what he’d been up to. Like the fact 
that he’d found his soul mate and could shift into a coyote. 

“I’m really sorry, Marshal.” Billy offered out an 
empathetic frown. “It was obvious to me how much you 
cared about him.” 

Cared. As if his relationship with Elliot was past tense. 
Sadly, given who he was, that probably was the case. No 
wonder they weren’t letting Jake anywhere near him. As the 
son of the president, he probably had a row of Harvard 
lawyers ready, willing, and able to serve if he actually had 
committed a crime. 


“And just FYI, but he’s not the Four Corners Bandit. His 
fingerprints aren’t even remotely close. It’s just one of those 
weird coincidences that he happened to look like the 
Sketch.” 

“Can’t | see him?” If nothing else, Marshal was hoping he 
could at least say good-bye. 

“I doubt it. All those men in the black suits? Those are 
secret service agents. They aren’t letting anyone get near 
him. Not even Kingsley.” Billy snickered. “Imagine the 
dressing down he’s going to get for kicking the son of the 
president.” 

That was about the only good thing Marshal could see in 
the whole situation. “But he has rights. Surely, if Elliot asked 
to see me...?” 

“I’m sorry, but he hadn’t asked for you when | left.” 

As much as that hurt, Marshal swallowed his pride. Elliot 
was undoubtedly trying to protect him. He had to be. They 
were in love. Nothing on this planet could convince him 
otherwise. 

“I’m sorry, Marshal, but | think we should go.” 

Marshal wanted to argue with Jake. He wanted to go and 
see for himself. But he knew if he did, he might make a bad 
situation worse. What if Elliot hadn’t come out to his father? 
What if by Marshal making a lot of noise he damaged Elliot’s 
reputation? Or—his heart surged in his chest—what if Elliot’s 
returning memory instilled in him the fact that he wasn’t 
gay? 

“Marshal?” Billy reached out to him. “Are you all right?” 

“No. I’m not. And | don’t think I’m going to be all right for 
a very, very long time.” 


* OK OOK OK 


Days passed in a blur of activity. The cows were moved 
on schedule from one field to the next, and rather than 
double-check everything his men did, Marshal had learned 
his lesson well. He trusted that they would do exactly what 


he asked them to do. For once, the harsh voice of his father 
was mercifully silent. Unfortunately, this gave Marshal even 
more time to think about Elliot. Where before, he never 
watched the news because the only things that concerned 
him were things that happened on his land, he found 
himself constantly on the computer looking for information 
on Elliot. 

There was nothing once the story broke that he’d been 
found safe and sound and returned to Washington. 
Desperate for even a glimpse of him, Marshal scanned the 
reports hoping for a picture, but Elliot’s face was always 
obscured by a secret service agent’s hand, or he turned 
away right as the camera clicked. Hungry for him, for the 
feel of him, for the way he had of looking up at Marshal and 
making him feel ten feet tall, Marshal had taken to sleeping 
longer and daydreaming more when he was awake. 

In fact, as he looked up the long drive, he was obviously 
having a fantasy. Elliot was walking up the gravel road with 
a backpack slung over his shoulder. His head was tilted back 
as if he were catching the full feel of the sun on his face and 
possibly sniffing the air. For the middle of June, the day had 
gotten surprisingly warm amazingly early. When the light 
breeze shifted and the full, rich scent of his mate struck 
Marshal, he realized this was no dream. Elliot was here, 
alone, walking toward Marshal with a nonchalance that was 
mind-blowing. 

“Elliot.” As soon as the word left his mouth Marshal felt 
himself shift. This time it wasn’t anger that prompted the 
change, but sheer joy. Nothing in the world was as powerful 
as love and that transformed him into a coyote. 

Clearly, Elliot saw him coming because he dropped the 
backpack and transformed right out of his clothes. It was 
almost as if all the cells in his body compressed into a long 
line that shot right out of his outfit then expanded in midair 
until he landed on his paws, fully formed into a coyote with 
dark brown hair that was tipped blond. Around his neck was 
the green bandana Marshal had given him. 


They ran full soeed toward one another. 

When they were close, Elliot whimpered submissively, 
which caused Marshal to growl his dominance and flare his 
already bushy tail. His hunger for his mate was obscene. 
Before he even realized what he was doing, Marshal grasped 
Elliot by the scruff of the neck and mounted him. Even 
though Elliot wasn’t struggling, Marshal couldn’t let go of his 
neck. Elliot let out a howl and then lowered his head, which 
caused his hind end to lift. Marshal realized it was the exact 
same position he’d demanded Elliot take when they had 
mated as humans. He’d wanted Elliot to present himself in 
just this manner so that Marshal would have no 
impediments to assuage his needs. 

Marshal held him and none too gently as he rammed his 
cock deep. 

Together they growled at the sheer pleasure of their 
union. After only a few thrusts, his penis expanded, which 
stunned him since things were the exact opposite as a 
human. Marshal came in a torrent, and the base of his cock 
swelled, locking him into Elliot. When this had happened to 
them in human form, it had been terribly strange but not 
now, not in canine form. Marshal let go of his grip upon 
Elliot’s neck and swiped his tongue over the side of Elliot’s 
face since he couldn’t kiss him. 

They stayed locked together with Marshal continuing to 
ejaculate for a long time. Since Marshal feared one of his 
men coming upon them and perhaps shooting at them, not 
knowing who they were, he and Elliot made their tentative 
way to the side of the road and lay down in the tall grass. 
Probably most coyotes didn’t spoon, Marshal thought, but 
that didn’t stop him from holding Elliot as best he could. As 
they lay locked together, Marshal continued to lick Elliot’s 
muzzle. 

“God, you feel so incredibly good.” 

Elliot’s voice spoke directly into Marshal’s head, startling 
him. “Elliot?” 

“Who else did you think it would be?” 


“I don’t—I—God, | missed you.” Marshal tightened his 
arms around Elliot, doing his best to give him a hug with his 
rather spindly coyote legs. Marshal had been convinced he 
would never see Elliot again. “How in the world did you ever 
get away?” 

“They let me go when they realized | wasn’t that Elliot 
James.” 

“You're not?” 

“lam, and I feel sorry for doing that to my mother and 
father, but I couldn’t walk away from you.” 

Marshal’s heart practically swelled. 

“| knew they would never let me go if they thought I was 
their son.” 

“But all they had to do was check your fingerprints, your 
dental records, or, hell, even your DNA.” 

“And none of it was right.” 

Slowly, they slipped apart and shifted into human form. 
After kissing Elliot practically senseless, Marshal said, “Let’s 
go get cleaned up and then talk.” 

“No.” 

“No?” 

Elliot shook his head. “Clean, fuck, and thentalk.” 

Marshal grinned. “That sounds like the best plan ever.” 

They retrieved their clothes, but the only thing they 
bothered to put on was their shoes, and only because of the 
gravel drive. Once inside the house, they ran up the stairs 
and down the hall to Marshal’s bedroom. The shoes came 
off, and then they were in the shower, soaping one another 
up and laughing themselves simple. 

“You can take this off, you know.” Marshal touched the 
now-wet bandana around Elliot’s neck. 

“| never take it off. And | noticed something earlier that 
has just been confirmed. Before, when | shifted under your 
bed? The bandana seemed brighter to me afterward. The 
shift just awhile ago seems to have repaired it yet again.” 

Marshal touched the fabric and found it was crisp, as if it 
were new. “How strange.” Marshal couldn’t believe he had 


Elliot back. He would have pinched himself, but if this was a 
dream, he didn’t want to wake up. 

“It’s not a dream. I’m really here.” Elliot leaned up and 
gave Marshal a lingering smooch. 

“Can you read my mind?” 

Elliot startled. “Actually, yeah. | think I can.” 

Marshal realized he was able to sense Elliot’s thoughts 
and feelings as well. “You know, this could get rather dicey.” 

“We'll learn to live with it.” 

“Do you think there are others like us?” Marshal asked. 

“I think so, which is strange since | don’t even know why 
we can do this. Do you?” 

“Know why we can shift?” Marshal towel dried his hair. 
“No idea, but for the fact I’ve always identified with 
coyotes.” 

“You have?” 

“Yeah. Just—they’ve gotten a bad rap. In some cultures, 
they’re considered tricksters, in others a menace. Here, in 
the west, some people would gladly hunt them to extinction 
when they were here long before mankind was. Maybe in a 
way this creates a bridge between man and beast.” 

“Maybe.” Elliot wrapped his towel around his shoulders. 
“I guess we'll find out if and when we find more.” 

“I think—” Marshal cut himself off because what he was 
going to say sounded silly, but when he realized Elliot could 
just read his thoughts anyway, he continued, “the other 
men here on my ranch are here because they are like us.” 

Elliot considered. “Cowboy coyotes.” 

“Am | crazy?” 

“No more so than the whole idea of mates and shifting.” 

Barely had Elliot dried off before Marshal had him on his 
bed. Rather than have him on his hands and knees, Marshal 
kept him on his back. “I want to look right into your eyes.” 

Blinking lazily up at him, Elliot grinned, cupped the back 
of Marshal’s head, and pulled him closer. This time, Marshal 
slowed his possession. With the bulk of his lust spent in his 


other form, he was able to show Elliot his love rather than 
just display his simple lust. 

“Please, Marshal. | want you inside me.” 

Marshal coated his cock with slick lube and then fingered 
Elliot’s bottom. “Damn, you’re tight. Almost like it’s the first 
time all over.” 

“I think it’s the shifting. It seems to renew me each time 
it happens.” 

It was a curious idea, but since Marshal didn’t want to 
hurt his mate, he took his time warming him up, easing him 
open, and at long last they joined together. The feel of 
having his mate below him was almost more pleasure than 
Marshal could bear. Lowering his lips, he kissed Elliot 
tenderly with sweeping presses and gentle nudges of his 
tongue. 

Slowly, like a stampede that started miles away with 
barely a whisper, their passion rose, increasing in both 
speed and sound until they were so physical and loud they 
shook the bed and damn near rattled the windows. When he 
climaxed, Marshal lifted his head and howled out his bliss. 
Elliot, too, uttered a cry of release, then they went silent and 
still. 

Marshal held Elliot close and rolled over so that he was 
on his back with Elliot against his chest. As much as he 
wanted to just doze right off, he didn’t. “Tell me the rest.” 


Chapter 16 


After a yawn, Elliot explained. “I got my memory back 
while | was in the Scorpion courthouse, but | didn’t tell 
anyone. | realized who | was and what that meant as far as 
us being together. | realized my chances of having a life with 
you were actually better if | was a wanted felon rather than 
the only son of the president of the United States.” 

Marshal’s arms tightened, almost as if he were bound 
and determined to hang onto him no matter what. Elliot 
found his possessiveness profoundly comforting. 

“The secret service agents looked at me and weren’t 
certain.” 

“No?” 

“My eyes.” Elliot lifted up and peered down into 
Marshal’s eyes. “Just like mine, the color of yours has 
intensified. I’m guessing this is something that happens to 
us after our first shift.” Marshal’s eyes were still turquoise, 
but the color was a hundred shades more vibrant. 

“|I didn’t notice mine until the next morning. | was looking 
in the mirror and thought | was hallucinating.” Marshal 
frowned. “I’ve also noticed they’re far more light sensitive. | 
have to wear sunglasses when I'm outside or | get 
headaches.” 

“Same here. | think that’s part of our canine coming to 
us in human form.” Elliot teased his finger over Marshal’s 
lips. “Did you look at your teeth?” 

“What about them?” 

“Well, if yours are like mine, all the fillings and dental 
work are gone.” Elliot prompted him to open his mouth. “Not 
a filling anywhere.” 

“Wow. Okay, what else?” 

“The foreskin.” 

Marshal laughed. 

“What?” 

“Ah, just that Jake noticed that when | transformed and 
went after Kingsley. | mean, he noticed when | switched 


back to human.” 

One of Elliot’s brows rose. Teasingly, he asked, “Just how 
close are you and Jake?” 

“He’s seen me pee.” Marshal stroked his finger over the 
high brow, soothing it down. “Nothing more than that. Oh, 
he also pointed out the perfect allover tan.” 

“My returning foreskin was one of the clinchers that | 
wasn’t who they thought | was. The doctor said | could have 
had it removed, but it simply didn’t grow back. Well, that 
and the fact | literally had no dental records.” 

Marshal kissed him and stroked his fingers through his 
hair. “What else have you noticed?” 

“Well, you got to keep your lower body hair. | didn’t. But 
what really shocked me was when my father demanded a 
DNA test. | thought | was busted for sure. | mean, what 
changes your DNA?” 

“In the comics it takes industrial waste, but then you do 
get a super power out of it.” 

“Smarty.” 

Marshal grinned. 

“In our case, our fingerprints are different and apparently 
our very cells are changed right down to the structure of our 
DNA. They compared my alleles to my father and mother, 
and there wasn’t any commonality.” 

“None?” 

“Nada. Once it was clear | simply couldn’t be their child, 
they finally let me leave.” 

“There’s nothing about it on the news.” 

“Yet. Give it time. Sadly, it is me, but | had to choose. As 
much as | love my parents, | had to be with you. And | 
honestly wouldn’t have made them happy. Remember when 
| told you that | couldn’t go back because I’d been hurt?” 

Marshal tensed. 

“No, no. No one hit me or anything like that. But | hurt 
because | could never go anywhere or do anything or even 
be with anyone. The trip that | made with Banner was the 


first one Il’d been allowed to go on since my father took 
office.” 

“That’s terrible.” 

“I know it was about keeping me safe, but | felt like | was 
in jail. My whole life has felt like that since my father has 
always been in politics. In that moment when my memory 
returned came all those disappointed looks when my father 
was figuring out | wasn’t like him. He was a womanizer all 
through his youth and probably continued to be one when 
he was first married, but | was never a girl chaser. | liked 
boys. And | knew it by the time | was thirteen. | think he 
knew it, too, but he was never going to accept it.” 

“Maybe someday in the future you can connect with 
them again.” 

“I don’t think so. The tests | let them conduct were 
incontrovertible proof that | simply couldn’t be their 
offspring.” Elliot rested his head against Marshal’s shoulder. 
“Do you know what’s really strange?” 

“What?” Marshal made a series of slowly expanding 
circles on Elliot’s back with his fingertips. 

“My father looked relieved. | know that sounds horrible, 
but | think in some ways he was glad that | wasn’t back. This 
way, he’s probably good for another term. Everyone knows 
him because of this tragedy. Or they will, at any rate. | heard 
him telling someone that this would be as big and 
memorable as the Lindbergh baby.” Elliot lifted up and 
looked right into Marshal’s eyes. “But that only works if I’m 
never found.” 

“Then l'Il have to keep you here, all to myself.” 

“I was hoping you could do a bit more.” 

“Anything. Just name it.” 

“Can | have your last name?” 

“Elliot Roberts.” Marshal smiled and pushed the fringe of 
hair off Elliot’s forehead. “I like the sound of that.” 

“So do |.” 

“Hey, how did you get here?” 


“When they were done with me, they said they would 
take me anywhere | wanted to go. | told them | wanted to go 
home.” 

Marshal’s smile was so wide and bright it almost brought 
tears to Elliot’s eyes. Softly, Marshal said, “Welcome home, 
Elliot. Welcome home.” 


THE END 
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